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ANDRE MALRAUX 


SUR LE PAYS D’ORIGINE * 


... Comme Laclos avait mis la psychologie au service 
l’une mythologie, Stendhal avait fait de la sienne le moyen 
le la vaste création poétique accordée à tout ce qui l’avait 
éparé de lui-même. 

Ducroo (1) ne partage pas le goût de Beyle pour les 
nathématiques. Les décors le touchent peu: Milan moins 
jue le souvenir de Stendhal, Florence moins que celui de 
‚arbaud. Pour atteindre une vérité dont il ne préconçoit 
ien, il ne dispose que de l’observation de la comédie (Sa 
érité serait: «ce qui reste », la comédie écartée). Et cette 
omédie n’est pas celle de Beyle. 

Dans la théorie que celui-ci s’efforce d’élaborer au temps 
lu Journal, l’homme est « a découvrir », comme la nature, 
nystère provisoire; mais la nature est obscure par sa com- 
jlexite. L’homme l’est par son mensonge; ses moyens sont 
les ruses; le psychologue doit découvrir ce qu’il cache, plus 
jue ce qu’il ignore. Inséparable de la vie de société, ce que 
1e sont ni Barnabooth ni Ducroo, il est l’homme traditionnel 
les moralistes francais, qui semble obscur parce qu'il dissi- 
nule ses secrets. Le spectacle de la vie est comédie, il n’est 


yas énigme. 


* Fragment de la Préface à l’édition française de l’ouvrage. 
(1) Le personnage principal du livre. 
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Ducroo sait que l’élucidation de l’homme ne coincide 
‚pas avec la révélation de ses secrets; que l’homme ne s'invena 
torie pas, que la sincérité est une « tendance ». Dans la cos 
médie qu’il observe, il accorde au mensonge un faible rôle: 
les valeurs sociales lui sont étrangères, l’ambition et la vanité 
le retiennent peu. Les hommes n’y sont pas des imposteure 
avides de grands rôles, mais des délirants avides de rôles 
tout court, et la surprise est qu’un si grand nombre de ces 
rôles soient insolites — que la comédie ne soit pas orientée: 

Cette surprise tour à tour inquiète et émerveillée, Eddy; 
Du Perron la doit-il à sa naissance à Java? Que celle-ci ait 
. puissament agi sur le dialogue qu'il entretient avec lui-même, 
il l’affirme; qu’elle n’ait pas moins agi sur sa relation avect 
le monde, tout son livre le suggère. Non qu'il écrive le livrer 
de l’homme qui change de civilisation. Livre que nul n'x 
écrit, et dont T.E. Lawrence disait que nul ne peut l'écrire:: 
« On cesse d’être Anglais, et on ne devient pas Arabe ». Sans 
doute, à devenir Arabe, perdrait-on les moyens d’exprimen 
comment on fut Anglais. Des quelques récits de conversions: 
qui ont exprimé la foi trouvée, lesquels ont exprimé la foi 
perdue? Arabe, Lawrence n’eût hanté personne... C'est 
d’être aussi étranger à la confrontation qu’à la métamorphose 
et à la conversion, c’est de ne jamais devenir tout-à-fait Eu- 
ropéen, n’ayant jamais été Javanais, qui donne quelquefois 
à Ducroo son accent de Candide désincarné. 

Car il n’y a aucun exotisme dans ce livre — pas même 
celui de l’Europe. Son pittoresque, qui est grand, n’est pas 
relié au décor de 1'« ailleurs », où la littérature a trouvé de 
faciles effets et une si efficace poésie. Java n’est pas un décor: 
c’est ce qui entoure son enfance — celle d’un fils de planteur 
antillais ou cochinchinois, non celle de Kim. Le prestige qu’ 
exerçait hier encore l’Orient venait de ce qu'il était donné 
comme un tout, le marché avec le temple et le souk avec 
les Mille et une Nuits. Le temple n’existe pas pour ce petit 
garçon élevé dans des propriétés isolées. L’épopée non plus: 
bien que Du Perron ait parlé le soudanais mieux que le fran- 
çais (qu'il parlait sans accent) il s’intéressa tard à l’histoire 
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| SUR LE PAYS D’ORIGINE 


des royaumes de Java, et n’avait pas vu le Boroboudour 
quand parut Le Pays d'Origine. Il grandit dans ce que les 
Hollandais appelaient les Indes et les Français les Isles: la ri- 
vière qui charrie les arbres morts, la propriété dans la cha- 
leur, le village et les servantes indigènes. 

C’est trop peu pour être Java, trop pour n’être rien. Ces 
servantes ont leurs légendes; la mère de Ducroo emploie leurs 
masseuses, consulte leurs devineresses. Le seule barrière est 
sociale. Rien de ce qui, dans les empires coloniaux, main- 
tient d’ordinaire l’Occident: nationalisme, foi, ou vraie cul- 
ture. Cet enfant n’est ni en exil, ni entre deux mondes in- 
conciliables, mais entre deux mondes qu'il sera bientôt stu- 
péfait de trouver semblables, alors que tout devrait les op- 
poser. 

L'Europe, absente par tout ce qui la fait Europe, est 
cependant présente par les incidences si puissantes sur les 
enfants: récits des grandes personnes et parenthèses « qui ne 
vous regardent pas» , photos du théâtre où nous n’irons pas 
parce qu'il a brûlé, et du Casino où nous irons dès que nous 
serons rentrés en Hollande. Et les livres! L’Europe, c’est 
d’abord le pays de d’Artagnan. Une vieille maison de famil- 
le, avec des chats... Son décor surprenant sera vite épuisé, 
comme celui de New-York l’est par nous — comme tout décor 
auquel l’histoire et l’art n'apportent pas la vraie vie des 
pierres. Après quoi, Ducroo trouvera des intellectuels. Mais 
léjà les personnages de Balzac savaient qu'il faut venir a 
Paris pour trouver d’Arthez dans sa mansarde et Canalis dans 
a loge... 

La liaison fut faite par les extravagants. On peut penser 
que Du Perron les a mis en lumière; ce n’est pas certain. 
[l avait du farfelu un goût très vif, dans lequel son refus de 
out préjugé social rejoignait son amour de la poésie. Il ai- 
nait les satyriques français, le Francion, de début du XVII° 
iècle, la littérature dont le Songe de Pantagruel et Callot 
emblent l’illustration; aux temps fortunés, il s’en était fait 
lier des recueils personnels de pages arrachées « parce qu’ 
Îles devaient être ensemble ». Auteurs et images se rejoi- 
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gnaient dans un monde semblable à celui des intermèdes de 
féeries où les balais et les fourneaux turlupinent les servantes 
sous le rire énorme des potirons. Le tout, naturel et familier: 
allant de soi. A un personnage à grelots l’accrochant au coin 
de la rue pour lui dire « Je suis cheval! » il eût assurémeni 
répondu: « — Excusez-moi de ne pas m’en être aperçu plus 
tot: je suis si distrait... ». Fort lucide, au demeurant. Nul: 
lement étonné de voir la tireuse de cartes belge succéder è: 
la sorcière javanaise, mais à mille lieues de Gozzi possédé 
par ses farfadets. Il observe extravagants et normaux du même 
petit oeil noir pénétrant et étonné: ils recèlent pour lui la 
même vérité. L’une des clefs du Pays d’Origine est qu'il n’y 
existe aucune norme. Les extravagants y sont les notes d'une: 
octave parmi les autres... On peut imaginer Ducroo, lié à 
eux, regardant comme l’Ingénu les hommes de la loi d’Orient 
et ceux de la loi d'Occident. Non. Il est dans un constant 
détachement d’un monde d’apparences — liberté si profonde 
que le récit, nullement indifférent, du suicide de son père 
pourrait se terminer par la réponse de Liszt à qui l’on vient 
d’annoncer avec les plus grandes précautions la mort de 
Wagner: « Pourquoi pas?... ». Du Perron attachait grande 
importance à la justesse du ton. Peut-être le sien, dans sa lan- 
gue, (et sans nul doute dans ses lettres en frangais) ne lui 
semblait-il tout-à-fait juste que lorsque sous la précision du 
trait, le « pourquoi pas » se devine comme un imperceptible 
écho... 

Mais ce livre sans normes n’est pas sans valeurs. Et ces 
valeurs (celles du livre: l’homme était la générosité même, 
et de ceux que nous fàmes quelques-uns à aimer) sont révé- 
latrices parce qu’elles ne sont fondées sur rien. Ducroo est 
indifférent au christianisme, aux religions de l’Asie, à l’hu- 
manisme traditionnel, à toute métaphysique. Ses connaissan- 
ces intellectuelles (ses connaissances littéraires sont beaucoup 
plus étendues) touchent trois cultures européennes, mais com- 
mencent à Montaigne: ce qui précède l’ennuie. Il doit d’ail- 
leurs à la seule littérature ces valeurs, dont beaucoup sont 
celles de son maître Stendhal, celles de la plupart des intel- 
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ctuels de son temps; et dont il serait instructif d’établir la 
rte pendant qu'il en est temps encore, afin de savoir pour- 
uoi, bien qu’on fasse de la bonne littérature avec de mau- 
is sentiments, on ne fait que de la qualité humaine avec 
| vraie littérature. 


Mais que Ducroo peigne les gens de Java ou ceux de 
rouhy, ces valeurs n’ordonnent jamais sa peinture. (Pen- 
ms au rôle que jouent celles de Conrad, de Kipling). Il 
isit les êtres par d’autres voies. Si épisodiques que soient 
s Javanais, ils convainquent; ce n’est pas courant. Pourtant, 
lecture achevée, on cherche à préciser par quoi ils sont 
ivanais. Y a-t-il des Javanais? Il y a des Européens — in- 
lites. Y aurait-il donc des hommes « partout les mêmes 
€... », une structure mentale unique costumée de civilisa- 
ons? Elle n’est pas moins absente du livre, que l’individu 
ndamental, de Ducroo. C’est, au contraire, par le fait d’être 
stumes que tous les hommes se ressemblent — unis avant 
ut par l’identité de leurs folies différentes. Les amours de 

petite baboue rejoignent la passion héraldique du père. 
Jjuvenons-nous du portrait de la grand’mère: « Elle ressem- 
ait à son père, et Pon dit que je lui ressemble... ». 

Son introspection, qui est constante, ne cherche aucune 
ef de l’homme; elle poursuit la connaissance de sa singula- 
té. Ce que l’homme cache ne l’obsède pas: sans morale pré- 
mcue et sans hypocrisie, Ducroo accepte aisément ce qu'il 
‘couvre. Son dédoublement tient à des prises de conscience 
fférentes parce que successives, à des retours sur lui-même 
| note évidemment le journal après coup: le présent immé- 
at lui est souvent ennemi); et surtout à la maladresse avec 
quelle le Ducroo quotidien comme Dominique et Barna- 
yoth obéit à son double nourri des grands livres. D’où, beau- 
up plus qu’irritation ou honte, l’étonnement du cavalier 
 cheval-jupon devant la passivité, voire l’indépendance, de 

monture. 

N'oublions pas que l’introspection désintéressée nait lors- 
ie la confession disparaît. Le péché de bétise contre la 
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raison, la « lo-gique », puis la lucidité, prend la place des 
autres. (Ducroo sera plus indulgent que Dominique). Curieux 
retour de l’humilité: la revendication désespérée de Rous- 
seau succède à la superbe du cardinal de Retz. Mais le chris- 
tianisme donnait au « Pourquoi? » fondamental une réponse: 
immédiate. A la connaissance de la Faute, l’Europe tente de: 
substituer la découverte de la Loi. Beyle sera moins assuré: 
de l’existence d’une telle loi à soixante ans qu’à vingt; eti 
l’introspection littéraire prendra de plus en plus conscience: 
de sa qualité propre, de ce qu’elle doit au ton, à la saveur 
de l’intelligence, au jugement caché sous l’analyse, à tout ce: 
qui distingue le Journal de Gide d’un document psychanalyti-: 
que. Beyle avait tenu le sien afin d’apprendre, lorsqu'il le: 
relirait, comment il s’était trompé: et cru qu'il écrivait ses 
souvenirs pour ordonner, dans quelques chambres tristes la: 
réverie où flottait le parfum de sa jeunesse italienne. A por» 
ter sur le passé et non sur le présent, à devenir désintéressée,, 
l’introspection trouvait un pouvoir mystérieux. En un temps 
où le roman commençait à poursuivre l'illusion de la vie, l’in- 
trospection du passé donnait l’illusion du souvenir (le mot 
tient d’elle son accent nostalgique) mais le souvenir était em 
train de changer de nature. Il suffit de comparer les Souve- 
nirs d’Egotisme aux mémoires du XVIème et du XVIIème 
siècle, à Montluc, à d’Aubigne, à Retz, à Saint-Simon, pour 
voir que l’analyse suscitait de nouveaux moyens de poésie. 
Or, comme l’examen de conscience renforce la présence du 
dieu qui l’ordonne, l’introspection peut étendre subtilement 
au monde l’irréalité qu’elle pourchasse en l’homme. Que l’ad- 
mirateur de Molière et de Napoléon observe Dominique avec 
ironie, ne suffit pas pour que Beyle devienne son égal; ni 
même son semblable. Il se dégage du second sans atteindre 
le premier. Le réel incertain et le cours de rivière dans le- 
quel il se reflète, s’accordent dans la même instabilité: il 
cesse d’être le vrai, comme il cessa de l’être dans les grandes 
religions. Et comme dans les grandes religions, apparaît un 
autre monde — celui qui n’est pas soumis au cahos des ap- 


16 


SUR LE PAYS D'ORIGINE 


arences. Sa vérité, qui n’a rien à voir avec le vérifiable, et 
ut avec l’adhésion, n’est pas sous les apparences, mais au- 
elà. Il est le vrai monde, comme l’éternel pour l’Egyptien; 
i le réel est apparence, illusion ou vanité, comme il le fut 
our tout l’Orient et l’est encore pour l’Inde. Qu’il compen- 
, qu'il justifie, est secondaire. (De même la vraie foi com- 
ence au-delà de tout ce qui n’est pas elle). Il naît quand 
réel cesse d’être contrainte, pour devenir moyen d’ex- 
ression de ce qu'il ne peut contraindre. Il n’en apporte 
as la clef, mais il en apporte le Fin. Il appelle de curieux 
ats psychiques, l’euphorie dans laquelle Casanova écrit et 
endhal dicte la Chartreuse en cinquante-deux jours dans 
quelle la comédie devient féerie, et la jeunesse de Beyle, 
enri Brulard ou l’entrée des Français à Milan. 

A l’autre pôle, celui de l’introspection haletante de Dos- 
ievski, la comédie s’appelle «le vaudeville du diable ». 
t la lucidité n’est pas davantage seule à lutter contre elle: 
la voix du souterrain, et sans doute au jaillissement le 
lus sombre et le plus constant de son génie, Dostoievski op- 
ose la nuit hors du temps où Aliocha se débat, en parlant 
ix enfants, contre les implacables questions d’Ivan. « Aimez 
s oiseaux et toutes les bêtes vivantes... ». 

La nuit, non la réponse: la création. Non pas l’histoire 
e Lear, mais la lande; l’histoire de Macbeth, mais le cor- 
dor sans fin et la forêt de Dunsinane. Ce qui, de l’oeuvre 
art, ne peut être ramené au résumé, ni au contenu, ni à 

prédication. Comme les anciennes civilisations appelaient 

23 mondes sacrés qui n’étaient pas toujours des paradis, 
homme-marionnette appelle sourdement, sous la voix du 
ontreur haussée jusqu’à la lucidité, la voix séculaire dont 
lointain écho fait du journal de Beyle, la Chartreuse de 
arme de Stendhal. 

De Rousseau à Proust, l’introspection suscite en littéra- 
re un passé délivré que celle-ci n’avait jamais connu, et 
| égale la pénétrante mélodie au buccin des figures exem- 
aires. (Proust n’aime pas Claudel, Beyle n’aime pas Cha- 


17 


ANDRÉ MALRAUX 


teaubriand). De Henri Brulard et des Souvenirs d’Egotism 
à toute la Chartreuse de Parme, Stendhal fait écho à la cas 
tilène sur laquelle la mort brisa les Réveries: « Aujourd”hu: 
jour de Pâques fleuries, il y a précisément cinquante ai 
de ma première connaissance avec Madame de Warens... | 
L’homme désaccordé se ressaisit dans l’accord musical qu 
sépare à la fois Henri Brulard de Cécile, et la Chartreux 
de Parme, d’Adolphe. Ce parfum de violettes aussi morti 
que les roses d’Ispahan, qui monte de la triste ville encor 
appelée Parme, est-ce le souvenir de Fabrice et de Mose: 
celui même de la Sanseverina, ou celui de tout un opér 
dont chaque mesure chante son unique héroïne, la vie deve 
nue jeunesse? Paradis de passé transfiguré, que le vent qr 
se lève sur les palais du fleuve éventrés par la guerre port 
encore, avec son tourbillon de poussière, vers la Venise di 
Shakespeare... 


L'accord musical du Pays d'Origine est celui du réé 
avec le romanesque de l’imaginaire. Un romanesque no: 
orienté, où la vanité, le prestige, ont peu de place: qui se 
rait la fantaisie si la fantaisie ne se séparait du réel comm 
le chant se sépare des paroles dans l’opéra-comique. Te: 
Fantasio est réellement aussi «le monsieur qui passe », « 
le monsieur qui passe est aussi Fantasio. On voit sans pein 
le relief que la constante recherche psychologique peut af 
porter à une telle optique, relief parent de celui que 1 
psychologie de Stendhal apporte à sa rêverie. D’autant plu 
que cette recherche n’est pas orientée non plus, et fait d 
toute vie une aventure, non par les évènements dont ell 
est faite, mais par sa nature même, au sein d’une énigm 
universelle qui semble participer à ce ballet. D’où une rela 
tion entre l’auteur, son personnage et ses personnages, tou 
à tour irritée et attendrie, qui fait penser à celle de Cer 
vantés avec don Quichotte, et exprime constamment l’absus 
de, (en un temps où cette expression n’a pas encore fait for 
tune) sur le ton inattendu de la complicité. Folie du monde 
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; romanesque, que Ducroo chaque jour pêche à la ligne en 
i-même, en est aussi l’essence. Si précis que soit son passé 
vanais, il est une interrogation poétique à quoi répond, 
ans le présent, l’interrogation quotidienne du journal, même 
| plus concrète, la plus pressante, et qui donne aux meil- 
ures parties de ce livre inégal la complexe cohérence de 
i création. Aux Champs-Elysées, don Quichotte cite Valéry 
Cervantes: « La littérature, profession délirante... » et lui 
firme qu’entre employer sa vie à chercher Dulcinée, et 
employer à raconter des histoires, la différence n’est pas 
grande; à quoi Cervantès répond que c’est bien possible, 
ais qu’elle s’appelle don Quichotte. 
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LE PAYS, DORIGINE=* 
ALBUM DE FAMILLE 


Même s’il est absurde de vouloir déterminer ce qui v’ 
en nous, je peux essayer de noter pour Jane ce qui a exist 
avant sa venue: la seule différence entre l’authenticité de 
lettres et l’inévitable falsification d’un journal, est dans | 
sincérité des motifs. Le travail que je poursuis avec Viala 
la bibliothèque, me porte à ce regard en arrière; car c'es 
ainsi qu’il faudrait commencer: une justification par le passé 
une navette lancée et relancée entre l’Europe et là-bas; qui 
de choses demeureraient inexpliquées, même entre nous, + 
ce «là-bas » n’était la terre d’origine! Malgré tout, malgr 
les droits encore plus anciens « d’ici »... 

Singulier retour à contre-courant, ma poursuite de Jav 
après que mon père, presque pour se prouver qu'il avait d 
vrais ancétres en Europe, eùt acquis Grouhy. Il avait plac 
dans le vestibule une armure symbolique; son nom françai 
et celui du village faisaient le reste. Que ce choix fût singu 
lièrement malheureux, il ne s’en apercut que plus tard, € 
pour d’autres raisons que géographiques ou généalogique: 
Envers la population wallonne, peut-être se sentait-il dou 
blement Français; envers le comte belge à figure de notair 


* Traduction du hollandais par A. L. Fernhout, revue par Andr 
Malraux. 
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uinard, peut-être se faisait-il l’effet d’un gentilhomme bour- 
lignon, qui sait? Il avait incontestablement l’air plus fran- 
is que moi; je ne me faisais plus beaucoup d’illusions de- 
ais que les Parisiens se plaisaient à me considérer comme 
ı Roumain ou un Brésilien, et pourtant, peut-être me sen- 
rais-je tout à fait créole, colonial dans l’âme, si son atavis- 
e ne m'avait inculque quelque chose d'un hobereau fran- 
is. 

Il a ignoré le petit ouvrage de W.H. van der Bie Vuegen, 
chiviste de l’état à Batavia, intitulé: Familles créoles à 
wa - Origines et établissement de branches européennes aux 
ides Néerlandaises. On y lisait: « Ducroo, de du Crault; le 
‘emier de ce nom connu à Java est Jean-Roch, né vers 1765. 
adet et canonnier, combattit d’abord les Anglais à Ceylan, y 
it fait prisonnier en 1795, partit ensuite pour Java. Le 4 
ars 1807, alors qu'il était capitaine du génie a Batavia, fit 
m testament: ses légataires universels étaient ses fils adop- 
fs, Nicolas, âgé de 20 ans, et Louis, âgé de 14 ans, cadets 
a génie tous deux. Ses trois frères habitaient alors la Fran- 
>». Qu'il eût été pénible à mon pere d’entendre parler de 
s fils adoptifs! Quand enfin il revint de Java en Europe, 
eu s’en fallut qu'il se crut comte. Je le mettais mal à l’aise 
1 lui disant que j’avais plus de goût pour le titre de vicom- 
, voire de chevalier. Pendant le trajet de Marseille à Paris, 
1 Grand-Hôtel de Dijon, il entreprit des recherches: le 
ortier, invalide de guerre cul-de-jatte au visage épanoui et 
la poitrine barrée de décorations, devait bien connaître les 
milles nobles de la région. Mon père était persuadé de 
tre ascendance bourguignonne, bien que l’orthographe de 
tre nom indiquât plutôt une origine méridionale, parce 
le nos armoiries figuraient, disait-on, à l’Armorial de Bour- 
jgne. À la Bibliothèque Nationale, il constata que cette tra- 
tion, transmise par son père, était exacte: du Crault, « d’ 
ur au chevron d’argent accompagné de trois tours d’ar- 
nt ». Mais il ne découvrait que des du Crault accolés d’au- 
es noms et de blasons d’une diversité désespérante, avec 
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aigles et harpes sur gueules. Par jeu, je cherchai avec lui € 
le hasard me fit trouver de quoi raviver son enthousiasme 
parcourant les archives de la noblesse de France, le nom chez 
ché me sauta aux yeux dans la marge d'une toute autre fe 
mille. Un Gaudechart s’était marié en 1688 à Rouen (un bo 
bout de chemin vers les croisades!) avec la fille d’un messir 
Louis du Crault (le prénom déjà rendait la paranté proba 
ble). Hélas, son titre n’était pas mentionné, mais bien se 
armoiries, identiques, sauf les tours, qui cette fois étaier 
d’or. Pourtant la déception ne fut que légère: c’était peut 
être une branche aînée. 

Pour mon propre émoi, je fis une autre découverte: u 
certificat décerné à Antoine du Crault, qui durant quelque 
mois avait servi avec fidélité aux mousquetaires, signé d 
nom du héros de mon enfance: d’Artagnan. D’armoiries, pa 
trace, mais rencontrer notre nom lié ainsi à celui de d’A: 
tagnan, loin de m’etonner, me procurait une satisfaction d 
longtemps prévue. Je savais qu’en Europe de telles chose 
m’attendaient. Dans une bibliothèque de la Haye, mon per 
entra en relation avec un héraldiste; l’homme se mit au tra 
vail, voyagea beaucoup, présenta donc beaucoup de frais € 
faux-frais de voyages, réclama à échéances fixes de nouvelle 
provisions et finalement découvrit que notre Jean-Roch étai 
né à Bulon, à moins que ce ne fut Brulon, localité asse 
proche en effet de la Bourgogne. Cela avait un air savant € 
même vraisemblable. Seulement, cette fois mon père ne fu 
pas comblé, car la lettre envoyée par l’héraldiste à Brulo 
resta sans réponse. Ainsi échoua l’expédition vers cet hype 
thétique Brulon, et ne put trouver d'assise le pont jeté ver 
les du Craults francais. Nous dames nous en tenir aux Du 
croo de Hollande, lesquels, à partir de mon arrière-grand 
père, avaient modifié l’orthographe de leur nom. «Si a 
moins on pouvait dénicher son sacré lieu de naissance, à € 
Sjanrok! » disait mon père après avoir pris la décision d 
ne plus envoyer de provision à l’heraldiste, et de se passe 
de couronne comtale. 
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Mais il eût été consterné et plus que décontenancé, d’ap- 
rendre que son grand’père, le colonel Louis, n’était qu’un 
ls adoptif de Sjanrok. L’attestation de Mr v.d. Bie Vuegen 
> me tomba que plus tard dans les mains, par Graaflant, 
ue sa sympathie pour l’Action française poussait à s’interes- 
xr à notre famille. Je m’effrayai même un instant devant 
tte découverte inattendue. Mais en somme, mon père n’avait 
as pour rien à ce point le type traditionnel du Français: 
apu, sanguin, gestes vifs et nerveux; le colonel Louis n’avait 
as l’air moins français, avec le large torse des Ducroo et sa 
rave face de bouledogue au-dessus d’un col militaire du 
mps, démesurément haut. Donc, même bâtards, nous n’en 
ions pas moins Français. J’écrivis à Batavia à Mr. van der 
ie Vuegen. Sur les enfants adoptifs il ne savait rien, mais 
e Jean-Roch il savait encore qu’il habitait hors de Batavia, 
rait fait un legs de dix ryksdalders à l’église réformée de la 
lle, et que les tuteurs des enfants adoptifs étaient: Nicolas 
ominique Chevereux, lieutenant-colonel d’infanterie, et Jean 
harles Legrévisse, capitaine d’artillerie. Je ne pouvais d’ail- 
urs imaginer Jean-Roch très différent de mon père et de 
on grand’père, petit et ràblé mais avec des cheveux bou- 
és et des yeux rieurs. Il dut se sentir dépaysé à Batavia 
ec ses camarades français, les deux autres « didongs » en 
niforme; mais tout de même à l’aise, et y mourut sans doute. 
e son premier fils adoptif, Nicolas, les archives ne disaient 

n. Le Hollandais chargé des recherches, par contre, avait 
couvert un vague indice: « Servit dans la cavalerie; mort 
1 champ d’honneur ». Le second fils, Louis, notre plus an- 
en Ducroo de la branche hollandaise, a davantage fait par- 
r de lui. Fils ou non de Jean-Roch, Louis n’en naquit pas 
oins en 1793 à Ceylan. Lui aussi fut fait prisonnier par les 
nglais et envoyé dans leur pays, mais ceci se passait en 1811 
rsque Java fut conquise par eux en un tournemain, malgré 
_ bravoure du général Janssens. Nicolas, de dix ans l’aîné, 
at périr dans cette campagne. Louis avait à peine 18 ans. 
béré un an plus tard, il vint en Hollande qu'il ne con- 
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naissait sans doute pas et, durant les dernières années 
Napoléon, se battit contre les Français. Ensuite on le renvo» 
à Java, où il se distingua dans la lutte contre Dipo Negor 
En 1825 il était commandant de Magelang menacée par È 
bandits, comme on appelait sans ambages, chez nous, les sc 
dats du prince javanais. Le gouverneur était absent, la ga 
nison comptait au plus cinquante hommes et djajeng-sekar 
néamoins mon arrière grand-père se montra ferme. Les assai 
lants brülerent les ponts au sud de la ville et occupèrent us 
dessa près du mont Tidar; ils repoussèrent une patrouille 
lorsque mon arrière grand’père s'élanca à son secours, 1 
«bandits » se montrerent intrépides et se jeterent avec uw 
telle fureur sur les nôtres, que Ducroo jugea mieux de batt: 
en retraite. Un chef indigène qui, paraît-il, avait définitiv 
ment reconnu le pouvoir hollandais, lui envoya du renfor 
avec une troupe armée de javelots; mais mon arrière-grani 
père, qui s’était ressaisi, reprit l’attaque et cette fois, il ex 
la chance de « mettre l’ennemi en déroute avec des pert 
considérables ». Après quoi il fit mettre le feu aux cham; 
de cannes à sucre où s’étaient cachés les bandits. Ils sortire 
donc de la fumée et « à nouveau attaquèrent le centre de n 
gens ». Mais ceux-ci n’avaient rien perdu de leur fermeté 
les battirent et dispersèrent de nouveau. Aussi mon arrièr 
grand’pere recut-il force félicitations au retour du gouverneu 
Cité à l’ordre du jour, décoré de l’ordre de Guillaume, 
devint major et colonel. J’ignore ce qu'il pensa lorsque se 
maréchal, le baron De Kock, viola son serment; l’histoi 
n’insiste pas davantage sur le fait qu’il ne fut pas nomn 
général, en raison du désordre auquel il mena toute une p 
rade sur la place de Waterloo à Batavia. Ma tante Tine qu 
enfant, s’asseyait sur ses genoux, disait qu’il était la bon 
même. Il cessa honorablement d’être colonel, mais non ¢ 
pouvoir porter l’uniforme. 


Il était marié à une demoiselle d'Amsterdam de bom 
famille, Lucretia Wilhelmina de Ronde, Mon père, pour 
pureté de la lignée, aimait qu’on prononçât ce nom à 
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rançaise, mais il y a tout lieu de penser qu’elle sortait d’une 
uthentique famille hollandaise. Toutefois leur fils, Willem 
dendrik Ducroo, mon grand’père, qui fit une jolie carrière 
lans la magistrature, épousa à nouveau une héritière du nom 
rançais de Lami, fille aussi de colonel. Ce dernier, tout dif- 
érent du colonel Louis, n’avait pourchassé nul brigand dans 
es cannes à sucre. Son seul fait d’armes connu était d’avoir 
participé en conscrit à la campagne de Russie, mais il avait 
ussi des qualités stratégiques. Un portrait montre un ven- 
re rebondi, recouvert d’un gilet blanc, et surmonté d’un 
petit visage rond, apoplectique et matois. Ses filles étaient 
outes deux fort riches: il sut gérer de main de maître la for- 
une de sa seconde femme, qui n’était pas leur mère, mais 
ine veuve sans enfants, et qui avait, pleine de confiance, re- 
acncé à sa grise solitude pour partager son honorable sort. 
De cette fortune finalement partagée entre les deux 
oeurs, une moitié allait se répandre sur les Ducroos futurs. 
D’etranges femmes, ces deux filles: avec l’âge elles n’a- 
aient plus toute leur tête. Celle qui fut ma grand’mère avait 
té renommée, jeune fille, pour son esprit moqueur. Elle ha- 
jitait, à Meester-Cornelis, la maison où je naquis et qui por- 
ait le nom de sa famille: « Gedong Lami ». Devenue vieille, 
lle y vivait entourée d’enfants indigènes adoptifs, auxquels 
lle faisait goûter tous les aliments et boissons, par perpé- 
uelle crainte d’être empoisonnée. Visage rond, regard aigu 
t bouche sarcastique, elle ressemblait à son père, et l’on 
lit que je lui ressemble, ce qui — bien que je ne le crois 
ruère — ne m'est pas désagréable, car son visage est l’un 
les plus intelligents de notre album. Sa vie ne fut pas heu- 
euse. Elle fut faite de scènes avec son mari, et de réconci- 
iations qui lui donnèrent cinq enfants. A la fin, il lui laissa 
a maison de Meester-Cornelis, alla habiter en ville, Place 
Royale, et plus tard, mis à la retraite, à Bruxelles où il prit 
ine maîtresse. Mon père, jeune homme, arrivé un soir à l’im- 
roviste, la rencontra. Mais il était sans opinion sur sa beauté 


u ses charmes, ce qui me déçut. 
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La soeur de ma grand’mère — l’autre moitié de la for 
tune — épousa un june officier qui devint plus tard le fameu 
général Marees. Il y avait deux frères Marées à l’armée: l’un 
lieutenant, embrocha en duel, du même coup, son supérieu 
et sa carrière; l’autre, après un début plus prudent, se dis 
tingua dans des expéditions à Bornéo et Sumatra; puis, da 
vantage, comme favori de Guillaume III, qui ne se lassai 
pas de le couvrir de décorations. Mais sa femme, qui avai 
partagé une grande partie de sa vie militaire et s’était ren 
due très populaire parmi les soldats, ne se montrait plu 
qu’à peine: si ma grand’mére avait ce qu'il est convenu d’ap 
peler le cerveau dérangé, on ne se gênait pas pour trouve 
sa soeur carrément folle. Drôle de famille. Tine, la soeu 
de mon père, avait hérité pour le moins l’esprit satirique d. 
sa mère; mais bien que d’excellent jugement, quoique pes 
simiste, elle perdait tout sens critique devant la théosophie 
Mon père, qui dans sa jeunesse était énergique, autoritair 
et coléreux, malgré son caractère enjoué, « aimant le bea 
sexe » etc..., devait tenter plus tard d’établir toutes sorte 
de relations avec le monde occulte, et finit neurasthéniqu 
et complètement hypocondre, par le suicide. Mais je me sui 
trop rapproché du présent; retenons de ce cycle familial qu 
mon père épousa à nouveau une femme au nom francais, u 
de ces doubles noms de l’aristocratie coloniale où un monsieu 
Bonnet peu à peu devient Bonnet de la Colline, et un mon 
sieur Perrichon, Perrichon de la Plaine. La famille de m 


mère était originaire de la Réunion. 


Sur la table où j'écris, un portrait de ma mère décèl 
clairement son origine « des Isles »: on l’y voit, créole pa 
telée, avec une robe foncée retenue aux épaules par de 
noeuds, les cheveux crépus, les yeux pleins de langueur, agé 
de ving-huit ans; et pourtant, comme une logeuse distingué 
me le faisait un jour remarquer: «en ce temps-là, quand o: 
avait 28 ans, on en avait du même coup quarante ». 
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LA MAISON DE FOUS 


Temps aigre (1). Pas un coin du jardin où ne souffle le 
ent. Par intervalles, une pluie fine et génante bat les vitres. 
| fait froid dans la pièce, bien qu’elle soit la plus chaude; 
e chauffage central n’est plus suffisant. J’écris pourtant près 
le la fenêtre, seul endroit où il fasse assez clair. L’ampoule 
lectrique, au-dessus du lit, envoie une chiche lumière rou- 
eâtre. On apportera la lampe à pétrole quand il fera tout 
‚fait nuit dehors. Je regarde les arbres du parc, ils n’oscil- 
ent pas, le vent passe à travers en sifflant. Derrière moi, le 
ruissement du livre de Jane. 

_ Le jardin de Grouhy est loin, aussi loin que je l’aie 
ouhaité quand j’y étais malheureux. Il ne manquait pour- 
ant pas de beauté parfois, mais j’y cherchais en vain une 
tmosphère. Autour de la maison, le terrain était plus décou- 
ert; plus d’herbe, moins d’arbres, moins de vent. De la 
eige et du sol mouillé en hiver — ici la neige n’a pas le 
emps d’épaissir: le vent de mer balaie tout ce qui ne s’amon- 
elle pas, comme dans des tranchées protectrices, derrière 
:s talus. Cette maison cependant rappelle Grouhy, dont je 
evrais avoir la nostalgie, comme j’avais la-bàs celle de Ge- 
ong Lami (2). Autrefois, je pensais: « Ca finira par arri- 
er »..., et quand je partais ou revenais par clair de lune, je 
sntais de me suggérer que le présent était déjà du passé. 
Jans le calme de la nuit où seule la maison m'attendait, 
> me plaisais à en regarder, comme une image de souvenir, 
n angle noir sur un émouvant remous de ciel troué d’un 
vin de clarté. Mais les grands pots de fleurs de la serre 
imposaient soudain, comme un chien sautant dans une toile 
’araignée. Je traversais vite la serre, pour trouver le bouton 


lectrique près de l’escalier. 


1 L’auteur se trouve en Bretagne en écrivant ce chapitre. Grouhy 
t la maison de campagne que sa famille habitait en Belgique. 
2 La maison natale à Java. 
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Il est trop tôt pour regretter Grouhy, bien que je m 
demande ce qui m’oblige à retourner à Paris... Etrange besos 
de vouloir se fixer à ce qui offre l’attrait de ce qu’on qui 
tera bientôt! Mon père ne pouvait voir un site agréable sax 
souhaiter y construire une maison: à Java comme à Biarrit: 
Lorsqu'il découvrit Grouhy, il fut fasciné par une force, qu 
plus tard il jugeait satanique; et quand, fatigué de la vie 
il s’y promenait, c'était pour m'indiquer au jardin tout € 
qui avait échappé à ses « yeux aveugles », quelques carreau 
cassés à la serre de vigne, des lézardes au mur. « Regard 
tout ce que je n’ai pas vu». Il avait passé des années à Bri 
xelles à courir les enchères, où il avait tant acheté, que f 
nalement, il avait fallu tout mettre au garde-meubles, notr 
maison de Bruxelles devenue inhabitable, d’où la nécessit 
d’en acheter une autre. Il vit Grouhy; ma mère objecta qu 
c'était bien éloigné, mais de convoitise, il perdait le son 
meil. La maison achetée, son imagination le meubla. Tand: 
que les maçons y travaillaient, il achetait de nouveaux met 
bles, qui rejoignaient les autres au garde-meubles; quand eu 
et lui arrivèrent à Grouhy, la maladie l’avait rattrapé. Ph 
aucune joie; à ma mère de poursuivre l’entreprise, pour ] 
guérir. Mais il allait à travers la maison, comme au jardir 
passant le doigt sur tous les meubles afin de découvrir le 
dommages du transport, le nombre des fissures du bois, de 
égratignures du cuir, des coins cassés, des serrures brisées . 
et même celui, affreux! des clefs perdues. Assis au salon a 
milieu de ses amours enfin rassemblées — de ce qu’à travel 
tout Bruxelles son unique passion avait découvert ou diffic 
lement obtenu — comme Job sur son fumier, il soupira 
plus que jamais. Ma mère venait lui apporter des fleurs d 
jardin, des dahlias et des roses dans une grande coupe qu 
elle plagait devant lui; il se levait péniblement et effaçait d 
doigt l’eau tombée du bord de la coupe sur la marqueter: 
de la table. 

Son suicide fut une conclusion logique. Il se tua sub 
tement, après y avoir pensé des mois. L’effet de cette mo 
ne le touchait plus. Il quittait un domaine où il éprouva 
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haque jour que personne ne l’avait suivi. Neurasthénie, las- 
tude, étaient des mots pour ce qui, d’heure en heure, fai- 
ait de lui un être dont il perdait le contrôle. On l’appelait 
ussi monomane; il avait peur de finir dans une maison d’alie- 
és, parce qu'il avait été deux fois transporté dans un sana- 
rium. Il était convaincu que la ruine le menacait... Mais 
ue sais-je de lui, en fin de compte? Pour quel appel à ses 
erfs, quel effort trop longtemps soutenu, quels sentiments 
efoulés toute une existence, paya-t-il? Et qu’avons-nous soup- 
onné, ma mère et moi, des humiliations que lui infligea, 
urant les dernières années, l’image selon laquelle il avait 
Jujours vécu? Un homme de soixante-cing ans se tue, der- 
ière protestation peut-être de celui qu’il fut à trente-cinq, 
u nom de celui-ci, et parce qu'il n’a jamais pensé devoir 
oûter la vie avec un râtelier, un estomac détraqué, et im- 
uissant. 

Pour les autres, surnage une atmosphère poisseuse qui 
> mêle aux autres poix familiales. C’est du moins ce qui 
ous arrivait. Ce qui se préparait et allait de travers depuis 
es années était trop complexe pour que le suicide de mon 
ère put le résoudre — ce que naturellement chacun crut 
n instant. Bien au contraire. Mon rôle ridicule et pourtant 
lement pris au sérieux, de « jeune Européen », de jeune 
omme blasé qui désormais pouvait prendre tout comme un 
u, avait été, pour la première fois, gravement atteint par la 
aladie de mon père. Sa mort me jeta dans un autre état d’es- 
rit, sans que j’en convienne peut-être, mais sans que je puis- 
> beaucoup m’en défendre. La mort devint une obsession; 
ormir s’apparentait à mourir. Et le relent spécial du suicide 
ait autre chose encore, tout aussi impossible à chasser. Com- 
le si, par son geste, mon père m’ecrasait une dernière fois. 
u’il prit ainsi revanche de moi et dans une certaine mesure 
e ma mère, me paraissait aller de soi. Mais pourquoi ce 
ernier lien mystérieux avec moi, qui lui était si étranger? 

C'était arrivé à Bruxelles. Nous retournämes à Grouhy 


tôt l’enterrement terminé (je m'était refugié dans un hôtel 
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le lendemain). On vendit la maison de Bruxelles (à pert 
déjà). Et nous partîmes en voyage. Ma mère, Suzanne « 
moi, Guy presque un nourisson, ma «soeur » adoptive Sy 
via, et tante Hélène de Soukaboumi, enfin arrivée en Europ: 
et accourue de Savoie. Elle logeait la chez de vieilles cos 
naissances de Java, avec qui ça n’allait plus très bien. M 
mère et elle s’embrassèrent avec une effusion oubliée depu 
longtemps. Les derniers jours à Grouhy avaient été pénible 
et le voyage apporterait un soulagement. De cette manier 
en cette compagnie! et avec quarante bagages qu'il falla 
compter à chaque instant. Paris, Bâle, Lugano, Gênes, Nic 
plus tard Villefranche — je garde le souvenir de quelqu 
chose d’indéfinissablement misérable, pourri, empoisonr 
jusque dans les recoins. Je tentai d’écarter l’obsession d 
suicide de mon père en écrivant un conte. Et le publiai sai 
grand résultat. Les heurts entre ma mère et Suzanne étaiez 
devenus violents. Sylvia y jouait un rôle mystérieux, ma 
sûrément significatif. La pauvre tante Hélène, venue en Et 
rope pour son agrément et qui avait vu avec tant de joie, 
Paris, toutes les pièces de théâtre dont elle avait été privé 
devait faire appel à toute sa force de caractère pour reste 
neutre. Portée à la sympathie pour Suzanne, elle ne pouva 
trop contredire ma mère. À Gênes j’eus une furieuse querel 
avec celle-ci dans un restaurant que j'avais choisi, et qu’el 
ne trouvait, une fois de plus, pas assez chic. Elle ne mangea 
pas. Je me levai, sortis et me fis mener au Campo Santo, n 
jurant, pour le reste du voyage, de ne plus me conduil 
autrement. A Nice, j’installai la compagnie dans un hôt 
et partis pour Villefranche, mais la « compassion » à chaqt 
instant me jouait des tours, me poussait à quelques visite 
c’était si près! Une semaine plus tard, ma mère était insta 
lée à Villefranche, dans une villa, sa compagnie au comple 
a quelques mètres de l’hôtel où je me trouvais avec une mi 


lâtresse de la Martinique tout juste devenue ma partenai 


de lit. 


A Nice, nous avions rencontré le premier personnage € 
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1 série qui fit pour moi de Grouhy une maison d'aliénés 
sans compter mon père). C’était une vieille masseuse que 
na mère avait connue -— une de plus — à Java, où elle pas- 
ait pour une aventurière et une toquée. Assise dans ce café, 
quelques tables de nous, elle mordait une croûte de pain; 
lle mangeait alors, d'ordinaire, du pain sec qu’elle appor- 
ait et tartinait de moutarde. Ma mère sursauta: « Mais c’est 
ladame Sarlette? — C’est bien possible, mais laissez-la tran- 
quille ». A Java, mon père ne l’avait-il pas mise à la porte? 
était bien vrai, dit ma mère, mais elle n’était pas brouil- 
ée, elle, avec madame Starlette, qui était si bonne masseuse. 
Jn pria donc la vieille femme de venir s’asseoir à notre ta- 
le, où elle eut bientôt le verbe haut. Elle avait maintenant 
oixante-treize ans, mais bon pied encore; elle avait fait qua- 
re fois le tour du monde et n’avait sans doute pas changé 
lepuis la fin de sa jeunesse. Elle avait le type des premières 
emmes émancipées; celui de la suffragette courtaude, mè- 
hes grises floues avec toujours quelque houppe en bataille 
ur le haut de la tête, lunettes de travers sur le nez, râtelier 
on marché dont les dents ravagées eussent passé pour vraies 
nais dont le caoutchouc tirait sur l’orangé. Le visage n’avait 
yas été laid, et il se distinguait encore par un fréquent rire 
lerveux, reste sans doute d’une gaîté passée qu'il semblait 
naintenir. « Qu’elle est donc gaie cette femme, et qu’elle ra- 
onte bien! ». Elle était encore capable de masser ma mère 
omme personne; d’où son incorporation immédiate à notre 
aravane. Mais Villefranche n’était pas quittée qu’une que- 
elle éclata où je l’entendis crier: « Eh bien, vous n’avez 
qu’à m’ouvrir pour voir mon âme noire! ». Appel à moi — un 
le plus — pour la mettre à la porte. Elle m’injuria et me 
lemanda pour quoi je la prenais: « Pour une vieille chipie ». 
ur quoi elle partit, et ma mère déversa l’épilogue sur tante 
Télène: impossible depuis sa tendre enfance, madame Star- 
ette avait du s’enfuir de Java après une condamnation par 
léfaut pour avortement. 


De retour à Grouhy il apparut que ma mère était toujours 
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en correspondance avec elle. « Il serait bon de la faire venir 
le genou de ma mère restait douloureux, madame Starlett: 
seule savait la masser ». Je protestai aussi vainement que d’or 
dinaire. J’attirai l’attention de ma mère sur la responsabilit. 
qu’elle prenait: elle allait transplanter en Belgique une vieill: 
femme qui pouvait vivre pauvrement sur la Côte d’Azur, e 
qu’elle serait vraisemblablement amenée à chasser de nouveau 
Sa chambre était déjà préparée, au dernier étage. Mais voili 
qu’elle ne pouvait plus si génialement masser ma mère. Elle 
préférait les chaises-longues du jardin. Bientôt sur le piec 
de guerre avec tous les domestiques, elle alla en autobus è 
Bruxelles quand elle commenca à s’ennuyer. « Elle se sentai 
quand même trop vieille pour faire de longs massages ». Au 
village, elle oubliait partout son parapluie et accusait les gen: 
d’avoir voulu le lui voler lorsqu’elle venait le leur réclamer 
Elle perdit aussi un sac à main, pour lequel on congédia une 
servante; «il contenait tout son argent », que ma mère se 
crut obligée de lui rendre. Quelques semaines plus tard, or 
retrouvait, entre le bras et le siège d’un fauteuil, le sac, qu 
contenait cinq francs. 

J’habitais Bruxelles lorsqu'elle vint me voir, dans un 
grande agitation: ma mère l’avait définitivement chassée el 
avait refuser de payer son voyage ni rien. Je lui donnai quel 
que argent, mais elle ne quitta pas Bruxelles. Parfois je le 
rencontrais et elle venait vers moi en riant aux éclats; elle 
vendait du cirage, ou accompagnait une danseuse à Spa, com. 
me à Nice elle avait été christian-scientiste pour aller prendre 
le thé chez des Anglaises. A Spa elle jouait et quand il né 
lui restait plus rien, m’écrivait de longues lettres: elle ne 
voulait surtout pas aller dans une maison de retraite. Cette 
fierté, sa vitalité aussi, me portaient à la sympathie. Je lu 
envoyais de petites sommes et l’engageais à écrire ses mé 
moires, que j’espérais faire publier. Elle écrivit des cahier! 
entiers, inutilisables même si je les avais remaniés, ce que 
jeusse fait volontiers: sa vie semblait s’être passée en querel 


les et mangeailles. Elle savait toujours exactement avec quel 
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i notabilités elle s’&tait promenée ou avait déjeuné, de quoi 
composait le menu, ce qui était cher et ce qui ne l’était 
s. Pour le reste, elle semblait avoir traversé la vie la plus 
nalement incolore. Ce qui m'explique pourquoi les mé- 
vires de cambrioleurs, rats d’hötel et gangsters, peuvent 
re si ennuyeux, alors qu’on suppose avoir affaire à des gens 
i ont « quelque chose à dire». A mon tour, de prendre 
adame Starlette sous ma protection! Mais, tout comme à 
va, ma mère ne voulait rien savoir d’une réconciliation. 
Madame Starlette n’était pas du genre vipère, non, mais 
le sorte de chien sans gratitude. Tous les jours elle avait 
iversé la serre avec de la boue aux pieds. Quand ma mère 
ait fait fermer la serre — ce qui pouvait accroître son re- 
rd à table, pourtant suffisant — elle avait exprimé son mé- 
ntentement. Méfait sans pardon ». Etant donné par ailleurs 
massage négligé. 

Viala vit Madame Starlette à Grouhy et dit après deux 
inutes: « Mais c’est une pauvre vieille folle! ». De ce jour, 
s’informait: « J’espère que votre mère a toujours quelques 
[les sur ses terres? ». Ma mère trouvait que mes amis étaient 
s fous (à l’exception de Ryckloff) et ses fous à elle étaient 
fin de compte plus pittoresques. De plus, chacun à Grouhy 
venait peu à peu toqué: les maîtres (comme on dit), les 
mestiques, même les invités, et moi. Foyer de querelles, 
ıison du malheur (roumah sial) ou maison de fous? Plutôt 
dernière, qui contient tout. Et de même que pour soigner 
e maladie de mon père, on alla chercher une femme hadji, 
a mère cherchait des causes occultes à l’atmosphère de la 
aison. La haine et la jalousie de trop de femmes réunies 

suffisaient pas à la lui expliquer. Elle trouvait donc les 
rpents et les vipères à qui tous les maux pouvaient être 
¡putés, comme au moyen-äge on trouvait toujours la sorcière 
sponsable de la dernière épidémie. Toute la beauté de la 
ture et tout le confort qu’offrait Grouhy étaient sans cesse 
snacés. La tasse de café, le matin, au lit, semblait déjà 
egérer: « Que va-t-il arriver? Je crois que j’entends quel- 


le chose... ». 
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Tante Hélène dépendait de ma mère, depuis que les cH 
ses avaient mal tourné avec les amis de Savoie. Elle attendi 
de Java le prix de son retour, et ne voulait plus aller 
Savoie, d’où elle était partie après une grave divergence d’oy 
nions: elle avait persisté à affirmer qu’Amsterdam, et non ] 
Haye était la capitale de la Hollande en quoi elle avait raise 
d’ailleurs. Mon père mort, ma mère avait d’ailleurs beso 
d’appui. Et le trouva, à l’improviste, chez une vieille am 
de tante Hélène, une veuve qui arriva de Hollande. Celle- 
aussi avait plus de soixante-dix ans, mais quel contraste av 
madame Starlette! Elle avait toujours été une jolie femme ' 
du meilleur monde, ce qui se voyait encore. Elle avait choi 
un râtelier avec des dents si petites qu’on les devinait 
peine, et une remarquable perruque brune parfois trahie p 
une petite mèche grise au-dessus de l’oreille. Elle avait su 
tout dû avoir de beaux yeux dont les oeillades avaient enco: 
la lueur adoucie des quinquets. Tout comme madame Sta 
lette elle était petite et vive, mais avec la démarche d’w 
dame et non d’une suffragette. Seule la boufonnerie éta 
chez elle aussi complète. Dès le premier jour, elle me pou 
suivait au jardin avec des tasses de café. Je me plaignis 
ma mère de cet excès de sollicitude, et m’entendis dire qt 
Mimi van Gerth avait toujours été ansi: « Et quelle excellen 
femme d’intérieur! Voilà quelqu’un qui vous prend l’ouvr 
ge des mains! ». Tante Hélène pouvait partir tranquille d 
sormais; Mimi van Gerth éclipsait ses qualités ménagèr 
sans grand peine et on la pria de rester à sa place, ce qu’el 
accepta avec empressement. Tante Hélène avertit loyaleme 
ma mère, bien qu’il s’agit de son amie: « Tu ne t’entendr 
pas avec elle, Madeline; Mimi a toujours habité seule pari 
qu’elle s’est brouillée avec tous ses enfants; méfie-toi surto 
de sa mauvaise langue. Vétille, en face des vertus ménagère 


Tante Hélène partit, madame van Gerth resta. 


Mon antipathie fut dès le premier instant décisive, ma 
cette vieille dame s’efforçait d’aborder tous les sujets. de co 
versation; avec mes amis, à table et à l’heure du thé elle fa 
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t intarissablement de son mieux pour parler d’art et de 
es. « Dommage que ce ne soit pas cinquante ans plus 
», soupirait Ryckloff « elle a dù en effet étre jolie, et on 
ait pu à temps lui clore le bec en l’embrassant... ». L'im- 
nse sottise que mes amis trouvaient à madame van Gerth 
tait ma mère, que son bon goût tenait au moins éloignée 
ces sujets dangereux; et Ryckloff était là pour la con- 
ncre que rien ne lui était plus désagréable que de parler 
érature. Bien qu’elle fût à sa manière restée coquette, la 
quetterie de Mimi était à ses yeux en désaccord avec son 
>. Madame van Gerth était ravie d’aller avec ma mère à 
uxelles faire des achats en auto, mais son plus beau jour 
_gâché par son entétement. 


Ce matin là, Ryckloff et moi étions allés seuls avec elle 
Bruxelles. A la Forêt de Soignes un pneu crève. Ryckloff 
moi descendons, et tandis que le chauffeur s’occupe à 
anger un pneu, nous marchons de long en large. Quand 
rès un quart d’heure nous revenons vers la voiture, madame 
n Gerth, toujours bien droite, à l’arrière, se penche sou- 
in vers nous par la portière restée ouverte. Sa main gantée 
idue avec gràce, et une lueur espiègle dans les tendres 
inquets, elle sussure: « Que se passe-t-il donc?... ». C’etait 
e si parfaite caricature fin de siècle que méme Ryckloff 
uit peine à retenir son rire. Etant donné l’accident, elle 
ista que nous dejeunions en ville. Mais j'étais pressé, le 
; et la bousculai si bien qu’elle acheva ses courses à temps 
ur le retour. 

Sa fausseté se fit jour naturellement, après quelques mois: 
e prenait le parti des domestiques, mais aussi celui de ma 
re. Elle se plaignit chaque matin d’une servante jusqu’à 
que ma mère la renvoyàt et vint alors, les larmes aux yeux, 
mander que, pour cette fois, on lui pardonnàt. Quand ma 
re découvrit le double jeu, des mots aigres furent échan- 
;, après quoi Mimi se jeta à son cou; à la fin Mimi fit pour- 
it venir une auto pour partir, car elle ne voulait plus se 
vir de la voiture de ma mère. Je ne participai que de loin 
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à ces choses. Je lisais alors jusqu’à n’en pouvoir plus, m’e 
fermais, quand j'étais à Grouhy, la journée entière dans x 
chambre. Pour faire diversion j’invitais mes propres an 
avec lesquels je passais le temps comme si de rien n’eta 
Mais la lutte entre madame van Gerth et la fille adopti 
Sylvia chargeait trop l’atmosphère, pour qu’on pùt l’ignore 
On disait madame van Gerth jalouse de Suzanne; et tout 
ces jalousies se manifestaient plus ou moins aux repas qui . 
réunissaient, au petit déjeûner surtout. Les chicanes de m 
dame van Gerth à Sylvia étaient secondées par ma me 
jusqu’à ce que celle-ci les trouvât excessives et blessani 
(pour elle). Il était alors trop tard. Madame van Gerth 
plaignait délicatement à qui voulait l’entendre, que, po 
une jeune fille, Sylvia fat si peu soignée et sentît mauva 
et Sylvia regardait avec une mortelle précision la moind 
mèche grise pointant hors de la perruque. 


La pauvre Sylvia n’était pas beaucoup plus séduisan: 


mais quelles circonstances atténuantes! On l’avait arrachée 


sa vie indigène, et soi-disant élevée à l’européenne, pour êi 
en fait plus esclave qu’aucune servante européenne ne l'e 
été. Ma mère était fière qu’elle sit quatre mots de franc: 
et qu’elle eût été plusieurs années en pension chez les Dam 
de l’Immaculée Conception. Mais après la mort de mon pè: 
Sylvia, dans la chambre de ma mère, devint indispensab! 
et bientôt nul ne connut comme elle — le désordre en p: 
sonne, pourtant — la place des objets dans l’armoire. 

réclusion devenait d’autant plus vigoureuse que la malac 
de ma mère s’aggravait; pour elle le dimanche n’était y 
jour de congé, car elle n’était pas une domestique. Sa hai 
pour madame van Gerth venait en vérité de ceci: un jo 
Mimi bavardant avec l’employé du petit bureau de po: 
local, avait appris que Sylvia recevait poste restante un i 
portant courrier; elle l’avait sans tarder rapporté à ma me 
qui l’avait renvoyée à la poste avec une lettre autorisant l’e 
ployé à lui remettre cette correspondance. Madame van Gert 


‘RR dI 4 
Pair mystérieux et son sac contenant les lettres bien se 
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as le bras, était donc revenue dans la chambre de ma mére, 
uchotant qu’elle les avait. On ferma la porte à clé, les da- 
s inspectèrent le butin. Puis je fus mandé et trouvai ma 
re avec les enveloppes déchirées et les feuillets étalés sur 
lit: « Regarde-moi ça, et dis-moi ce que je dois faire »! 
était des réponses à une annonce matrimoniale que Sylvia 
ait dû faire insérer; les épîtres étaient de styles divers. 
y avait celle d’un employé de bureau, qui avait joint sa 
loto en calecon de bain. Il écrivait qu'il n’était pas riche, 
is elle peut-être bien, et qu'il possédait d’autres vertus 
nt les femmes s’etaient montrées assez satisfaites (« du 
ins c'est ce qui se dit: ce qui se pense, le sait-on ja- 
is? »). Il était un peu chauve, convenait-il, mais la photo 
uvait parle pour le reste. Puis quelques lignes revêches 
an petit rentier, sorte de gros paysan des environs, qui sou- 
itait savoir combien Sylvia apporterait, et s’il pouvait comp- 
> recevoir bientôt son portrait. Lui-méme avait cinquante- 
it ans, et donnerait davantage de renseigenements si l’af- 
re lui semblait suffisamment sérieuse. « C’est un grincheux, 
t ma mère, mi-riant soudain et songeant que Sylvia pour 
| tel vieux était encore trop bien; mais comment a-t-elle 
| l’idée de faire ca»? Je riais trop pour donner un bon 
nseil. La tarte ronde de Sylvia avec ses yeux effrontés et 
bouche de poisson aux dents écartées, son odeur qui in- 
mmodait tant madame van Gerth, toute la chose était si 
rlesque que je m’assis pour en voir la suite. On fit venir 
lvia; on la questionna; on lui lut les lettres, sans lui éparner 
; commentaires. Elle restait comme une perche près du lit, 
ns vouloir répondre, le regard fixe, comme si elle n’exis- 
t pas. Un peu plus tard, un jeune électricien d’un village 
isin qu’on disait coureur, la serrait dans tous les coins de 
ouhy; ce qui fut aussi rapporté à ma mère. Cette fois, elle 
venir le jeune homme au salon et lui demanda quelles 
tient ses intentions et ce qu’elle devait en penser. Elle avait 
i par comprendre que Sylvia aussi avait droit au mariage. 


. jeune homme lui expliqua poliment que ses intentions 
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n’allaient pas loin. Il avait aimé une fois dans sa vie, disait- 
et il en gardait un souvenir si amèr qu'il avait décidé de 
jamais se marier. Sylvia se réfugia dans sa chambre en ple 
rant à chaudes larmes et pour le reste, rencontra le jeu: 
homme près de la grille. 


La solution sembla se présenter sous les apparences d’ 
arrière-cousin pauvre, à Amsterdam. Il allait sur la quara 
taine et avait un fils d’un premier mariage; mais il gag: 
le coeur de ma mère par son adresse à bricoler, ce à qu 
j'étais si désespérément malhabile. De son dernier métier, 
était chef d’orchestre de caf ‘cone’, et il ne parlait jam: 
de sa femme. Donc, ou elle l’avait trompé, ou elle était fol] 
ou elle était morte. Il s’appelait Hubert et avait un fort acce 
amsterdamois, mais il disait « tante » à chaque phrase. A que 
que temps de là, il demanda Sylvia en mariage et fut con: 
déré comme fiancé. Je m’amusais parfois à ses histoires, € 
il avait en effet assez vécu, et possédait un sens comique bow 
ru; toutefois j'étais irrité par sa constante présence à Groub 
trop aisément justifieé par ses « fiiancailles ». Je prévoye 
aussi maints ennuis, et comment il voudrait être l’homme ı 
confiance de ma mère dès qu’il se croyait familier de la me 
son. D'oú un nouvel éclat entre ma mère et moi; j'habite 
Bruxelles, et m’en tins à rester éloigné de Grouhy. Un mt 
ne s'était pas écoulé que toute la maisonnée vint s’install 
à l’hôtel à Bruxelles. Ma mère semblait inquiète et se pl: 
gnait beaucoup du coeur, mais un certain mystère planait s 
cette arrivée inattendue. Le lendemain matin, elle me € 
«ne pouvoir me le cacher plus longtemps » et me soumit d 
lettres: Hubert se livrait à un complet chantage: ma mè 
lui avait jeté Sylvia dans les bras et elle croyait à prése 
pouvoir les séparer, mais elle ne savait pas à qui elle av 
affaire! Il allait venir et ne reculerait pas devant un met 
tre, etc... 


Bien que la vérité rigoureuse de tout cela m’impori 
peu, j'étais exaspéré. Après un conflit né du jugement q 
j'avais porté sur Hubert, j’étais relancé dans ma tranquilli 
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ur jouer a l’hòtel le garde de corps! Ma mère sursautait 
aque fois que la porte s’ouvrait. Je dus prendre une cham- 
e à côté de la sienne, avertir la police, écrire à Hubert que 
stais au courant. Avec la logique du banal maitre-chanteur, 
avait escompté le silence de ma mère; il fut donc déçu. Je 
mformai que mes mesures étaient prises et lui conseillai 
> se tenir tranquille. Après ce coup de cloche, je mis un 
volver dans ma poche jusqu’à ce que les premières inquiè- 
des fussent passées. Le plus ridicule: mon indignation était 
venue si violente, que j’aurais sans doute tiré si Je dit 
ubert s’était montré. De toute cette histoire, le coeur de 
a mére n’allait pas mieux. 


Pour Sylvia, la perte d’Hubert ne fut pas si tragique qu’ 
1 eût pu s’y attendre. Il était peut-être celui qui l’avait 
rendue femme », mais pour le reste, le trouvait-elle trop 
eux out trop criminel? Sa vie amoureuse gagna en pléni- 
de quand ma mère, pour être plus près d’un bon médecin, 
assa de nouveau l’hiver à Bruxelles. La rue lui offrait les 
ncontres nécessaires, et le concierge vint prévenir ma mère 
Welle avait entamé des relations avec un sergent, mais que 
femme de ce militaire concevait des soupcons: qu’on pou- 
it s’attendre à un drame d’une minute à l’autre. Et com- 
e à Grouhy, une lettre interceptée apporta la preuve. 


J'ai conservé cette lettre; je Vai relue; aujourd’hui en- 
re, je la revois avec un vif plaisir. Qu’un sergent soit si 
rique, trouve de si poétiques images, et solidement établi 
ir l’autorité divine, se montre si séduisant! 


« À toi ma fleur d’Orient, ma mignonne à qui je pense 
ur et nuit, je suis heureux pour te dire que je suis presque 
ierri et que lundi soir on pourrait se voir dans la rue que 
ai écrit dans ma dernière. J'ai relu ta lettre et j’en ai pleu- 
r de joie que tu m’appelle et que moi je ne peut pas sortir 
our te consoler. Tu m’a demandé si tu était digne de pou- 
ir m’aimer, si tu pouvait accepter cet amour qui appartient 
celle que j’ai marié et si tu pouvait faire cette amour avec? 
lon ange chérie, Dieu nous jugera sur les faits que nous n° 
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aurons pas dû réalisé, mais comme il préfère qu’un péch 
revient à lui alors on peut faire ce qu’un amour dicte |’ 
à l’autre, car tu comprend que rien ne se fait que par amo» 
Et ici je doit te dire que moi je suis fort en amour et 
d’une femme que j’aime réellement je demande que de bo» 
son sang pour le mélanger au mien. J’espére que bientôt 
m’accordera une entrevue assez longue pour nous mettre d’e 
cord sur notre amour qui de mon coeur est éternelle et q 
un jour te rendra la plus heureuse au monde quand je : 
quitterai plus tes bras. Je pense, ma chère et tendre Sylvi 
que tu comprend assez ce que je veut dire par ma lettre 
j'espère qu’un jour notre rève se réalisera comme Dieu, 
réalisé de former ce monde si grand et si glorieux. Ton to: 
à toi pour la vie, mon coeur, ame, corps, penser, action 
enfin tout tout, 

ton qui pour toi porte le plus beau nom de sur la ter 

Eugène. » 

Cette lettre mit d’autant plus le feu aux poudres qi 
depuis quelques jours ma mère trouvait décidément Sylv 
négligente et sans coeur. Celle-ci se défendit avec rancun 
et lorsque je vins voir ma mère, elle me dit en haletar 
livide sur son lit, que Sylvia l’avait tuée et qu’elle ne voula 
plus jamais la revoir. Frida l’Autrichienne, qui rangeait da 
la chambre, dut m’expliquer ce qui se passait; « Jamais cet 
enfant n’a été aussi grossière avec moi », ajouta ma mèr 
Le jour même, j’adressai Sylvia.à des amis chez qui elle 3 
put rester. Une semaine plus tard elle avait trouvé une aut 
chambre, où sans doute le sergent sut accorder leurs seni 
ments. Pendant ce temps, ma mère était entre la vie et 
mort. Je connus alors ce dont je devais étre privé plus tar 
Deux spécialistes vinrent m’annoncer avec des mines de ci 
constance qu’elle était perdue. Restée en vie, elle regagı 
Grouhy. Un mois plus tard, Sylvia put venir la voir. El 
s’assit au pied du lit, parla peu et, avant de quitter la maiso 
alla avec ostentation se farder dans la cuisine. Elle se sent: 
désormais une vraie bruxelloise et se faisait, en conséquenc 
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me bouche carmin, des paupières bleues et des joues orange. 
‘rida regardait la scène, amusée, mais ne put se tenir de la 
apporter à ma mère, qui déclara: « Cette petite doit retour- . 
er à Java, sans ca elle ira au trottoir »! Et à Java? Du moins, 
vec son éducation soi-disant européenne et ses quatre mots 
le français, elle y aurait plus d’atouts, me semblait-il. Ici, 
a conclusion se dessinait assez nettement: Japonaise ou Maori 
uthentique dans un bordel anversois. Je fis donc part de cette 
lécision à Sylvia, et ma mère écrivit en Hollande pour une 
lace sur un bateau; car, outre le bordel, elle craignait la 
hambrette solitaire qui eùt ramené chez elle une Sylvia aug- 
nentée d’un enfant. Tout fut réglé en quinze jours et je dus 
onduire Sylvia à Rotterdam. Je l’installai sur le bateau; 
Vydenes nous accompagnait, stupéfait qu’on püt désirer un 
tre pareil de quelque façon que ce fût. Ma mère avait de- 
nandé à tante Hélène rentrée à Java, de trouver du travail 
our Sylvia. Jusque-là, elle enverrait de l’argent chaque mois. 

J’ai l’air d’écrire une satire, ce qui n’est pas tout à fait 
rai. Je n’ai qu’une vue critique de la maison d’aliénés de 
‚rouhy, et il serait hypocrite de me donner l’air du parfait 
létachement. J’ai commencé ce chapître par mauvais temps, 
e l’achève par clair de lune: je viens de passer un bon mo- 
nent au flanc d’une falaise, le dos contre l’herbe, sifflant dou- 
ement Sourire d’Avril, tout en observant le laiteux sillage 
e la lune sur la mer. Si je peux m’approuver dans cette 
riste histoire ce n’est que de ne pas avoir à tout prix fui la 
ite maison d’aliénés; de ne m'être pas cru le seul à souffrir, 
i le seul à y perdre « parce que je valais tellement mieux ». 
*il entre de la vanité à le penser après coup, je n’eus pour- 
ant jamais celle de vouloir m’en convaincre. Et n’oublions 
as les impondérables qui font s’évanouir tous les raisonne- 
rents. J’aimais ma mère, c’était indiscutable, j’étais dévoué 
Suzanne et avais le sentiment de devoir la protéger. Si ma 
ère m’envoyait les meubles les moins précieux pour mon ap- 
artement de Bruxelles, je savais qu’elle pensait: « S'il ne 


y plait pas trop, il reviendra plus vite vers le confort de 
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Grouhy », mais pour elle et pour moi, je préférais l’ignorer 
de plus, l’indifférence à de tels moyens ne me coütait riex 
Peut-être aussi ressentais-je obscurément le devoir de paye 
ma part dans ce carnaval. A la vérité, il n’arrivait que rare 
ment que je tire mon épingle du jeu au détriment des autre: 
Mais les réflexions sont plus fausses que tout: si l’on vena 
me prouver que j’ai vécu du plus hypocrite mélange de vet 
lerie et de caractère, de masochisme et de fierte, je croirai 
encore que seules d’autres circonstances auraient pu me cor 
traindre à vivre autrement. 


Charles Edgar du Perron, écrivain hollandais, est né à Java e 
1899, de père hollandais et de mère française. Sa famille était établi 
aux Indes depuis plusieurs générations; son père était propriétaire foi 
cier. Venu en Europe pour la première fois en 1921, il s’installa 
Montmartre. Le roman Préparation (1927) exprime ses premières exp“ 
riences en Europe. Il habita ensuite tour à tour Bruxelles et la maiso 
de campagne familiale. Il publia deux recueils de contes: Par Manqu 
de Sérieux (1926) et Revolte Inutile (1930); un recueil de poésies: M: 
en (plus tard appelé Parlando) (1932); et les Cahiers d’un Lecteu 
(1928-29). 

A Paris de 1932 à 1936, il écrit un recueil d’essais, l'Homme Etre 
(1934); Le Pays d’Origine, roman autobiographique (1935). Il retourn 
à Java en 1936 et y écrit l’Homme de Lebak et Notes de Java, publi 
posthumement en 1946, ainsi que « Cette Grandiose Epoque » (1947 
De retour en Hollande en 1939, du Perron y mourut d’une angine d 
poitrine en 1940, le jour de Tinvasion. Il y avait encore publié le pr 
mier d’une série de romans qui devait s’appeler Les Incertains: Scandal 
en Hollande (1939). 

Une traduction de Le pays d’origine paraîtra aussi prochainement e 
Amérique (N.d.R.). 
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L’ETANG DE BERRE 


.. La mer, mais vue du port de LAVERA. Au large, des 
étroliers attendent l’heure qui les rendra libres... 


Ampleur des jours ... D’une surface pour hier encore sans 
jet, s’arrache un nom, la baie d’une rivalité de longtemps 
mtre terre et eau. 


Evadées de l'injustice aveugle des carrières, vous êtes 
erres, maintenant flottantes, maîtresses raisonnées d’un point 
attache où briser la courbe tenace des horizons. 


... De certaines hauteurs, ces masses métalliques surgies 
l’aube d’une architecture cérébrale. 


Le vitrail des bords méditerrannéens accueille une fois en- 
re cette proie vif argent dans l’escarpement sombre des pins 
des plages salines, éponges des marées. 
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Quelle mémoire, pour vous, constructeurs au terme de cer 
te Solitude sans broussaille, gagnée sur le recul du temps, qu 
d’entrevoir suspendue à la pointe du jour l’armature sèchi 


d’avant votre complice venue! 


... L’étang de Berre, cerné par le scintillement des ré 


servoirs... 


Apostrophe humiliante, dévorée des éclats qu’une étincel 
le allume aux quatre pointes de plus tard, un monde s’ébroue 
aborde des rivages et érige des constructions dont les falaise 
ne retiennent pas l’irruption captivante des mouettes. 

Le regard fait violence du calme qui ne l’atteint plus, un 
chute d’étoiles consumées couvre les eaux. 

La destination heureuse d’une colline naît sans heurt pou 
ne pas être vue. 


... Cette lueur orangée, la couronnant, la raffinerie de pé 
trole annule, améliore... 


S’il était une fois ... Le mythe lancinant du feu troue er 
core la mémoire, mais assez haut pour étre rendu suspect € 
convenir du point d’azur où brüler. 


Armes des protections, vous vous êtes adjugées une pai 
intense de quiétude, et le mal dort. Quand, rejetée de toute 


parts, la terreur d’un tel élément prendra-t-elle conscienc 
de son peu d’avenir? 
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... Veines demeurées insensibles; tuyauteries, bouches et 
nnes oú circule le brut... 


Ariane nocturne, quel fil dédaigneux maintenant te con- 
irait? De quel cercle flagrant, ici, ne chercherais-tu pas a 
vader? 


Tout est rentré dans l'ordre de la soumission, tout est 
ené vers le lieu irrémédiable. 

Ce passage limite la violence et la cloisonne, ôte le désir 
t feu que Quelqu'un veille. 


... Des filets de pêcheurs étendus au soleil... 


Les métiers sans histoire se condamnet et vivent mal dans 
craintive curiosité; le mal opère au plus profond de l’aube. 


Toutes les eaux maintenant irriguées vers leur plénitude 
usure se dessèchent et ne laissent fuir qu’une faune inatten- 
ve dont la faim limpide ne rit plus. 


Ouvriers de ce doute éclaté, ouvriers maintenus, votre. 
mpagnie de sable et de sel brûle les quais. 


... Entre toutes couleurs partagées, façades pour accom- 


gner l’azur... 
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Demeures issues d’une faille où passe et repasse cette li 
mière des mers, comme au matin quand, dans l’air profone 
vous ouvrez sur un rire de femme vos volets diversement pre 
tégés des couleurs de la nuit par les fruits et les feuilles di 
citronnier et cette pourpre passée aux lessives des brumes. 


... Les Martigues éperonnant les eaux immobiles... 


Les ruines basses parfument ici le désir de la mer, fraud 
rieuse du large, tu donnes à penser, Martigues, qu’il nou 
apparaît dans l’azur brúlé aux ailes de tes cigales. 


De tous tes ponts, tu regardes le monde comme il tourne e 
ta fidélité cueille le vent et va rejoindre l’arche de tes coi 
lines. 


Une autre fois tu me permettras de repasser devant € 
seuil à la fleur des eaux, seuil dont tout le silence constell 
conjurait l’illicite fracture. 


... Vers Arles, à travers pierres et joncs, la remontée de 
chalands... 


Un choeur à l’apogée de ses moyens te poursuivant et le vi 
sage de médaille soffre sur tous les ponts que tu rejettes dar 
la fertilité insoupçonnée de la Crau. 


Prise fuyante des eaux, tu regardes disparaître dans le 
herbes ce vol cendré dont les épaves, qui ouvrent des chemin 


sur le gravier des rives, gardent l’absolue fraîcheur. 
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| Que nous, qui restons aux prises avec la fixité de notre 


iteau abusif, soyons assurés longtemps du perpétuel de tes 
nues ensoleillées. 


... Homme debout contre le jour à l’écoute des bruits du 
mde et du bruit qui les commente... 


L’horizon d’arbres s’étant tu, nous ne chasserons pas le 
nce qui saigne les pierres de nos demeures et qui au matin 
ige et précise nos fenêtres — nous partagerons avec lui 
ssiette du péril, telle que nous l’assigne le sort réverbérant. 
n'est déjà plus question de sommeil puisque de ces rivages 
us ne connaissons qu’une couleur, puisque même la faim 
décharne. 


... Et le soleil ayant atteint l’horizon s’y arrête, avant 
e le port n’entre ici dans la nuit... 


Feux désolés qui ne portez jamais au devant du large la 
cture des fenêtres qui vous perpétuent, dans la baie mainte- 
nt coupée du monde ne sombrent plus vos froides lueurs. 


Un jour dépossédé achève d’unir sur les galets qu’une mer 
voit plus, des traces dont demain pèsera l’unité de ciment. 


L'étoile des bords de l’étang pointe ailleurs, terre aride 
is les eaux, vers quoi ma pensée s’ättache à ne pas pren- 


> fin. 
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FEUILLES 


A travers les forêts, les fumées royales de l’automne, ÿ° 
longuement suivi l’invitation de la neige avant de renaîti 
dans l'aube constelléa d’avril à l’odeur de la feuille et © 
la fraîche lumière. Une ame spacieuse et verte s’entr’ouvi 
de toute part, et m’enveloppe dans son haleine de majest 
L’épaisseur mobile autour de moi soupire, vibre à mes ten 
pes. Au sein du nombre je goûte le repos de ces fontain 
de verdure, et mes lèvres avides, mes yeux, tout mon visa; 
boivent les brises qui en descendent. 

Combien je ressens vos pouvoirs, masses diaphanes! Voi 
tamisez la lumière avec le rire des rêves, et vos doigts pl 
doux que le jour me tissent une véture d’ombres vermeille 
un tapis d’ambre et d’ailes illuminant mes pas. Tels soi 
vos prestiges terrestres, vos nuances! Mais il en est d’autr 
que je ne puis voir, mes aériennes! tout ce côté de vot 
âme offert aux oiseaux, à l’espace immaculé, cette part « 
vous-mêmes qui nage dans le vent. 

Je l’imagine couleur de nuage. 


Vers moi vous tournez vos volumes de velours, gonfi 

> . . 
d'un souffle imperceptible. Mon coeur aux aguets, dans c 
profondeurs sait discerner le chuchotement d'une source. I 
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Ul frisson de l’air, et soudain tout l’espace se met à grouil- 
dans la hauteur. J’admire au-dessus de ma tête cette aver- 
suspendue. Belle palpitation de fièvre et de fraîcheur. 

1 comme j'aime le peuple ému des feuilles, la foule frivole 

tendre! Il suffit d’un peu de vent vif pour y soulever quels 

rbillons de rêves, de paroles balbutiantes, lambeaux d’une 
rase arrachée à la mémoire du monde et qui chante par 
milliers de lèvres sans visage. 


Mais n’ai-je nommé que le jour? Quand je parle des 
illes, c’èst à la nuit surtout que je pense, nourricière de 
nmense frémissement végétal, des ondulations glauques, des 
gues de l’ombre. Nuit. La Magicienne, la Noire, la seule 
iment qui enchante les plaintes, qui sache dérouler avec 
le profond tumulte des cimes. C’est dans l’obscur, pour 
n âme remplie de crainte et de silence, que se réveillent 

soyeuses. Ainsi au fond du sommeil des hommes sans 
ve remue et respire avec un bruit de lune le feuillage, 
vivante de la nuit. 


Après le feu, l’été bleu de soleil comme un voile d’ex- 
e et d’éclairs sur le monde, le ciel se fane et tombe avec 
feuilles. Je ne puis effacer la trace, — sur mes paupières 
passage l’effleurement inexorable, remember, esto memor. 
mort tourbillonne dans cet orage d’or, amer, amer autom- 
' Une impatience invisible depouille la forêt. Voici qu’ 
2s acceptent les sombres vendanges, qu’elles succombent 
poids de l'amour, ces vagabondes qui chaque jour fai- 
ent signe aux collines. Leur chair très fine sillonne l’espace 
rafales de douceur. Entre le ciel et la terre vous tissez 
dernier lien, fauves fileuses, avant l’heure de la séparation 
ère. 

Sous mes pieds maintenant les feuilles souillées, couleur 
sève et de sang. D’elles-mémes elles s’assemblent en mon- 
ux. Un sac de toile engloutira ces ruisselantes ruines, 6 
in! les songes et les parfums de la forêt. Mais quelle 
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stupeur à soulever une telle masse aussi souple et facile qu’r 
gros ballon d’enfant. 

Au milieu des forêts, des fumées royales de l'automn 
il serait vain de trainer encore ce trésor de souvenirs. L’heu 
est urgente. Que meurent enfin tant de rumeurs. Que tant c 
larmes deviennent flammes. 


LE POÈME DE LA NEIGE 


Le silence enfin est visible: il neige. Un seule pincée « 
neige suffit à remplir en un instant le ciel. L’espace opaqt 
pleure des larmes lentes, blanches. Dans le froid pur que 1 
ride aucun souffle, la nuit, grand oiseau d’ombre, plane ii 
visible, et disperse sans trêve ses plumes sur le monde. Quel 
invincible douceur recouvre ainsi les créatures? 

Une lourde laine panse les peines de l’hiver, comble 1 
gorges sombres, arrondit les moraines, enfle les fleuves, 
lait des ondes, nivelle racines, roches, ravines, sans ébranl 
une brindille, caresse longuement les cassures des falaise 
la chair rugueuse de la terre. Les choses les plus rêches, I 
formes les plus raides sous l’attouchement furtif devienne 
aussi douces qu’un naseau de chevreuil. Les arbres n’incru 
tent plus dans le ciel de fer leur squelette cassé, mais s’é 
rent comme des fusées de givre, giclent en mousselines ¢ 
fleurs plus soyeuses et plus fraiches que les pommiers d’avri 

Il neige comme en rêve, la neige efface la neige, gonf 
la terre de songes, allonge au loin les plaines, et sur les pe 
tes bleues des monts allège le poids des ombres. Le Tem; 
est englouti dans ce néant monotone. Une bruine obscu 
ternit le diamant de la neige, buée d’argent et de ténèbr 
qu’irise l’avalanche subtile des pétales, miettes éclatantes 
nulles mains promises, descente du feu blanc, poussière d’o 
tres, colombes. Dans les plis de la mappemonde tombe 
rosée de minuit. 


Heures grèges. Par une large blessure coule la sève ı 
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LE POÈME DE LA NEIGE 


ver. Il se fait un mélange du ciel et de la glaise, la terre 
ris la matière des nuages, et les traces du hasard y sont 
s vaines que sur le sable. La plaine, inquiétante d’être 
blanche sans souffrance, épuisée de silence, s’évanouit. 
Une steppe de neige illumine l’hiver de l’äme, fête de 
ıfance, 6 candide désert! Il neige, il neige! battent les 
ins, crient les poitrines, et le grelot des rires se mèle aux 
es de la neige. Qui ne s'émerveille d’un paradis si frèle! 
e haleine nous protège et nous rappelle l’origine. Mille 
ineaux d’enfants écrivent sur la neige une tendre phrase 
ubepine. Mais où sont les neiges d’antan? — Il pleut sur 
n visage des étoiles futiles; sur mes cils et mes lèvres glis- 
t des lèvres pures. La face levée vers l’oeil blanc de la 
it reçoit cette manne magnanime, les fragiles graines de 
iandre, le sel des songes. Le ciel en ruine s’effrite et ruis- 
le d’azymes, lumineuse farine qui fascine la brise. Sur les 
nes, les abimes, sur l’hermine des collines s’éternise le 
ne de la neige. 

Un duvet de lune habille les foréts. Les odeurs de la 
re, la peau vermeille des fleurs, la liqueur des plantes, 

chaudes pierres, les bêtes familières — ö vivantes four- 
‘es! — dorment embaumés dans ce palais de cristal. En- 
i dans la pulpe de glace des sapins, le jet d’or de la sève 
st qu’un éclair gelé. Une lave limpide a recouvert l’herbe 
p douce, le feu des moissons et des vignes; une cendre 
le apaise enfin le corps impur de la terre. O noces imma- 
ées! 

Il neige. Le vent s’éveille, allume ses énigmes, runes de 
mbre. Une tapisserie de fables éblouit les murs du monde. 
rgée de murmures, la taciturne nuit enfante dans ses son- 
; un soleil de sang. La neige passe et se dépasse, tel le 
lage du silence. 
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Je veux des mots 

qui t’épargnent 

et tournent autour de toi 

pour te faire sortir de la nuit 
comme lorsque je vois des objets 
naitre un à un 


du fond de l’air 


pleins 
ou vides 


je les tutoie 


leur flanc 
que le jour laisse 


tous les bruits me prêtent leur 
le jour aux plis cassants 
je suis des yeux 


ce que je vois 


JE VEUX DES MOTS... 


comme un aveugle 
mes yeux sont en retard sur toi 


le ciel a emporté la plus grande partie 
de ce qui se voit 


il reste ce que je dis 
et j'oublie ce que j'ai fait entre temps. 


Le vin du jour me gagne 
au milieu du jour 


le milieu rouge 


avec une route au fond 
et le roulement de la farraille 
qui m'appartient 


la vaisselle 

de la terre 

croule 

comme une maison 


sous mes pas 


et je m’arrête 
chaque fois qu’elle sonne 
sur la prunelle des pierres 


l’air 


qui se modèle sur moi 
se modèle 
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Ma vie ri armée de toutes pièces. Je l’arme, 
| bre la guerre. 


_J’avance, mené en laisse. 
. > : i 
4 


Je respire tout ce que je vois, sur une route qui est con 
me mon aveuglement. Je l’écarte un peu, poca boire. 


PT me sert. 


.Il ne restera rien de pur. 


ANDRÉ DHÔTEL 


LE COUSIN MARTIAL ET LES OISEAUX 


C'était un homme de la ville. On prétendait qu'il avait 
> cette grande maison parce que l’avant-cour était dallée, 
yuree de hauts murs et qu’on n’y voyait pas trace de 
rs ni d’arbrisseaux. Son premier soin fut de faire paver 
etite allée qui rejoint la route au dessus du village d’Ora- 
c. Il installa une pompe électrique afin de n’être pas obligé 
puiser l’eau du puits. Le jardin par derrière fut couvert 
graviers. L’homme n’y laissa subsister que des buis et 
ifs, et demanda au maçon d’Oraleux d’y construire un 
ne en ciment comme abri contre la chaleur. Au reste il 
lait jamais dans le jardin. 

De l’autre côté de la route c’était la gare, située un peu 
dehors du village. Il prenait le train presque chaque jour 
evenait le soir. Rien que la route à traverser. Une gou- 
nante lui faisait ses courses. 

Il avait été obligé d’acheter avec la maison une sorte 
e en fouillis adossé aux bois, et même il possédait une 
ne part de ces bois attenant à la forêt qui par delà le 
eau redescend vers la plaine lointaine de Remoncy. Quand 
ociété de chasse lui demanda d’englober ses propriétés 
s le territoire réservé aux actionnaires, il répondit que ses 
ne l’interessaient en aucune façon. 

Un homme de la ville, par conséquent, très étranger aux 
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coutumes rustiques, et qui n’avait jamais dû connaître q 
les murs d’un bureau. M. Rivard passait a la poste et entr 
au café de temps a autre. Avait-il beaucoup plus de tren 
ans? Les hommes le prétendaient. Les femmes juraient to 
le contraire. 

On savait qu’il était dans les affaires et que le cent 
de son activité demeurait dans la ville de Mécheuil. IL ven: 
a la campagne pour se reposer, pendant les longues soiré 
de l’été. Comme on l’apprit bientôt, il avait l’intention de 
marier et d’établir sa future famille dans cette maison cor 
mode qui regardait l’un des plus beaux sites de la régio 

Je ne sais plus quel matin, on vit arriver devant sa por 
une auto d’ou descendirent une fille étonnamment belle 
certaine dame qui ne pouvait être que la mère. Adèle 
gouvernante eut fort à faire, à ce qu’on dit, pour prépari 
un repas digne de la dame et de la demoiselle. Mais ay 
Adèle, on ne pouvait rien savoir de précis. Vers la fin « 
l’après midi, quand l’ombre fut plus fraîche, M. Rivard sort 
avec ses deux invitées. Il les conduisit dans le village, le 
fit admirer l’église, et leur présenta tous ceux qui les re 
contrèrent, le maire, le receveur, les deux gros fermiers Ge 
main et Patillard. Ces hommes connaissaient à peine M. R 
vard, mais ils firent de grandes courbettes et restèrent éblou 
par l’élégance remarquable de la jeune fille. Ils apprire 
qu’elle s’appelait Martine Frodaux et qu’elle habitait Reim 
Martine et sa mère repartirent à la nuit tombée. 

Avait-on remarqué que cette jeune fille ne souriait j 
mais, par un excessif souci d’elegance et que la mère“ 
tenait comme le coq de la girouette sur le clocher? En to 
cas vous assisterez à un beau mariage, chantait la femn 
du bedeau, si toutefois le mariage se fait à Oraleux. Ma 
les gens de la ville aiment les noces campagnardes, surtot 
lorsqu’ils ont quelque chose à cacher. 

Que pouvez-vous alléguer? Personne n’aurait eu l’auda 
de former une pensée défavorable à M. Rivard. Il dirigea 
un gros commerce à Mécheuil. S’il ne possédait plus de f 
mille en ligne directe, le nom de Rivard était assez illustr 
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y avait eu un Rivard aux archives de Mézières, un autre 
sident du tribunal de Bermont, et il ne fallait pas oublier 
firme Rivard et Charvat des ardoisières. 

On s’étonnait qu’il n’eût pas de voiture, mais il voyageait 
première classe dans le train, ce qui est chose plus rare 
e de posséder une voiture. Il lui arrivait de faire venir 
taxi de Bermont, pour se rendre à Mécheuil ou à Reims. 
ıs doute n’aimait-il pas conduire. 

Martine Frodaux et sa mère vinrent à trois reprises dans 
mois de juillet. Elles furent accompagnées en ces occasions 
d’autres membres de leur famille, et M. Rivard avait 
ivié par ailleurs deux amis ou parents. On eut lieu d’être 
fie, ce jour là, par la correction de ce monde, lorsqu'ils 
rendirent tous au café sans cérémonie pour marquer qu’ils 
aient, malgré les distances, à rester en contact avec les 
as d’Oraleux. M. Rivard et ses amis (ou parents) par- 
ent à l’aubergiste et à l’instituteur qui faisaient ensemble 
e partie de cartes. Des hommes entrèrent au café sur ces 
refaites. Ils eurent lieu d’être charmés par une discussion 
i s’éleva soudain entre les hôtes de M. Rivard. Il était 
estion de peinture ou d’architecture, et cela avait com- 
ncé à propos d’une réclame d’apéritif collée au mur du 
é. M. Rivard écoutait sans intervenir mais on lui demanda 
ı avis. Quand il le donna d’une voix presque timide cha- 
1 l’approuva. Cela fit grande impression. Avait-on remar- 
> aussi qu'il portait des gants fins, sans paraître déplacé 
as cette auberge? Il semblait très fier de Martine. 

On n'attend jamais les évènements les plus ordinaires, 
x qui sont attachés aux routines éomme le soleil à nos 
niers. On cherche le bien ou le mal, et c’est la surprise 
in jour simple, d’une lumière qui n’est que lumière avec 
is les details hasardeux qu’elle fait resplendir. 

Le jour des fiançailles arriva. On les celebra, comme 
cun s’y attendait, chez l’aubergiste d’Oraleux, à qui un 
nquet fut commandé. La noce devait avoir lieu un peu 
is tard à Reims lorsque certaines affaires seraient arran- 
8. Il parait que la famille de la future devait laisser s’écou- 
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ler le temps prescrit pour un deuil avant de se donner au: 
fêtes, car en ce qui concernait le contrat et les amours è 
n’y avait point d’embarras. Mais ces gens désiraient d’abors 
faire une réunion intime dans cette campagne où personk: 
ne viendrait les critiquer. Bien qu’il n’y eût qu’une douzai 
ne d’invités, le village se réjouit de la cérémonie. Les in 
vités arrivèrent dans leurs autos vers onze heures un diman 
che de la fin de juillet. M. Rivard les reçut dans son salon 
puis ils se rendirent tous à l’auberge pour prendre l’apéri 
tif. Ce fut au moment de l’apéritif qu’Hortense Pontarill 
remonta la rue du village. 

Hortense était une dame sur le retour qui habitait Ora 
leux depuis une vingtaine d’années. Elle y avait hérité d'un 
maison, et tout en cultivant son petit domaine de vieill 
fille, elle avait pris la charge de sonner les cloches de l’égli 
se. Ce matin là elle allait sans penser dans la rue poussiè 
reuse, lorsque la charronne l’arrêta pour lui parler des fian 
çailles de Rivard. Hortense Pontarille qui vivait dans la so 
litude ne connaissait pas encore l’évènement, ou du moin 
si elle en avait ouï dire, elle ne savait ni les circonstances 
ni le jour et elle ignorait jusqu’au nom de Rivard. Ce non 
la frappa, quoiqu'il lui restât tout à fait inconnu. « Vou 
dites bien Rivard? » demanda-t-elle à la commère. Puis ell: 
s’en fut de son pas tranquille. Elle s’arréta devant l’auberg: 
pour écouter les voix de la compagnie, monta jusqu’à l’épi 
cerie et redescendit. Les gamins qui jouaient dans la rw 
la virent qui méditait tout contre la porte de l’auberge, € 
quand elle entra, ils se précipitèrent pour regarder aux car 
reaux. 

Les invités se tenaient au milieu de la salle, en attendan 
d’aller prendre place à la table servie au milieu du jardin 
sous les tonnelles. Rivard discutait avec la mère Frodaux e 
un vieil homme, lorsque Hortense s’avança. Elle alla droi 
à Rivard et après l’avoir regardé pendant quelques instant 
au milieu de l’assemblée déjà ébahie, elle s’écria: « Mai 
c'est le cousin Martial! ». 


M. Rivard eut un léger mouvement de surprise, pui 
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répondit sans chaleur: « C’est la cousine Hortense! » Il 
liqua aussitôt à son entourage qu'il s’agissait d’une pa- 
te éloignée qu’il avait un peu connue dans son enfance 
temoncy. « Moi je te connaissais bien, Martial, s’exclama 
rtense. Je vois que tu as fait tout de méme ton chemin ». 
fiancée de Rivard, et madame Frodaux murmurèrent quel- 
8 paroles polies du bout des lèvres, et puis Rivard s’ar- 
gea de façon à pousser dehors tout doucement la cousine 
rtense. 

Dès qu’Hortense fut dans la rue, dix personnes l’entou- 
ent, et bien qu’elle n’eùt aucune raison valabie, elle se 
‘a à une véritable proclamation de ses souvenirs qui sem- 
ient l’étouffer et s’échappèrent en paroles suraigues: 

« Rivort qu’il s’appelle et pas Rivard, comme vous le 
ontez. C’est un Rivort de Remoncy, le fils des Rivort chif- 
niers à Remoncy, qui ont dù quitter Remoncy à cause 
in vol de lapins angora et autres. Des amis des Breston, la 
e crasse de Remoncy. Et moi dans ma jeunesse, quand 
yais trente ans, Martial était un jeune apache et je disais 
a mère Rivort: « Ma cousine, vous tous les Rivort, vous 
riez mener une vie plus respectable, rien que par égard 
ir moi». Ce n’était pas leur faute, grand Dieu, mais la 
te à la misère. Je les ai aidés tant que j’ai pu. Et voilà 
intenant que le cousin Martial fait le personnage. Vous 

direz que c’est bien s’il est devenu honnête. Mais vous 
aprenez l’effet que ca peut me faire, puisque tous ces 
ort là ne savaient même pas ce que c’était qu’un peigne. 
nment Martial peut-il être aussi propre et aussi distin- 
, la chose n’est pas permise ». 

On écoutait avidement Hortense Pontarille, tandis qu’el- 
lescendait la rue. La dame des postes qui venait de quit- 
le bureau confirma que les lettres étaient au nom de 
ort. Elle n’avait pas fait remarquer jusqu'alors la dif- 
nce, parce qu’elle avait scrupule à se mêler des affaires 
vées. Tandis que l’on festoyait à l’auberge, le nom de 
rtial Rivort était semé aux quatre coins du village, et 
alla jusqu'aux oreilles d’un oncle d’Amelie Cauret, le 
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nommé Jean Patourd, lequel occupait avec sa nombreus 
nichée le passage à niveau sur la route de Mécheuil. Jeas 
Patourd, par esprit de famille, enjoignit à Julienne, soi 
aînée, de pédaler jusqu’à Mécheuil afin d’avertir Améli 
Cauret qui se trouvait aussi fiancée à Rivort, d’après uni 
lettre que Patourd avait reçue récemment de son frère. 

Amélie Cauret était la fille du quincailler de la rue Ta 
bure, l’homme le mieux renseigné sur la carrière de Rivort 
car il avait eu à subir les conséquences de ses artifices. Com 
ment Rivort était arrivé jadis en sabots à Mécheuil, commen 
il avait donné de vagues espoirs, étant petit employé, à une 
mercière déjà sur l’âge, comment il avait fondé, avec l’ar 
gent de la mercière, un bazar si modeste que chacun avai 
souci de lui venir en aide malgré la romanesque origine di 
la boutique, peu de gens à Mécheuil avaient gardé la mé 
moire de ces faits. Seul Cauret s’obstinait à les redire. Mar 
tial Rivort avait acquis au long des années tant de consi 
dération que personne n’osait prononcer sur lui un mot di 
travers. «Ne voyez-vous pas qu'il vous ruine, qu'il vou 
mettra sous sa dépendance comme moi-même? » répétal 
Cauret. « Il a bien mené sa barque » répondaient les autre 
non sans amertume. 

En vérité Rivort posséda un magasin immense qui con 
currençait par ses prix bien calculés tout le commerce di 
la rue. Il était parvenu à ce beau résultat grâce à des capi 
taux dont il emprunta la plus grande part au quincaille 
Cauret. Amélie, la fille du quineailler, avait été séduite pai 
Rivort, et les projets d’un mariage toujours habilement remi 
trompèrent longtemps la bonté du père. Des fiançailles inti 
mes faurent célébrées. Cauret, à peu près privé de clientèli 
grâce aux articles-réclame de son futur gendre, finit pa 
vivre sous sa tutelle, et dût se contenter des bénéfices, d’ail 
leurs raisonnables, qu’on lui allouait sur ses capitaux. Rivor 
menaçait de tout engloutir si on lui en ôtait la moindre part 
et attendait pour se marier avec Amélie, d’avoir amassi 
une fortune. « Encore un an et j’établis à Reims un magasil 
monstre », disait Martial. Tout le monde le croyait. La clien 
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: affluait. Armance, la mercière, devenue comptable, se 
mettait elle-même à l’autorité de Rivort. Elle espérait 
lement, prête à tout sacrifier, qu’il n’épouserait pas Ame- 
et elle n’osait jamais rien dire, veritablement subjuguee 
si bien que la jeune fille qui ne cessait de supplier son 
e d’avoir confiance en Rivort. L’une et l’autre croyaient 
> les médecins avaient ordonné à cet homme surmené 
se reposer à la campagne. Elles ne pouvaient soupconner 
rtial de faire des projets de mariage avec quelque autre, 
en fait, bien que rivales, certaine crainte inavouée qu’elles 
tageaient avait créé entre elles une amère sympathie. 
Martine Frodaux et sa mère étaient venues une fois en 
iples visiteuses à Mécheuil où elles purent constater que 
ort avait l’étoffe d’un véritable homme d’affaires et qu'il 
it capable de gérer leur fortune et de la rendre productive. 
peine si elles avaient jeté un regard sur la comptable que 
ort présenta comme sa collaboratrice dévouée. Elles n’eu- 
t pas l’occasion bien sûr de connaître Cauret. Rivort ne 
tarda pas longtemps à Mécheuil en leur compagnie. « Des 
umes qui mènent une grosse entreprise » avait-il conté, 
t qui m’aideront à fonder à Reims une maison plus im- 
tante ». Les membres de la famille Frodaux, lorsqu'ils se 
seignèrent à Mécheuil, n’entendirent que des éloges à 
pos de Rivort dont chacun craignait l’influence et la ruse. 
ret lui-même crut à une enquête d’hommes d’affaires, 
se porta garant de l’honneur et de l’habileté de Martial 
it dépendaient maintenant ses intérêts personnels. Le mes- 
> que la Julienne Patourd apporta ce dimanche détruisit 
oile fragile de l’araignée. 

« Une véritable araignée », s’écria Armance à qui Julien- 
rendit visite, n’ayant pu dénicher ni Cauret ni Amélie. 
is Armance se chargea de trouver Amélie, qui devenait 
dain ouvertement son alliée. Amélie dejeünait chez les 
pard, limonadiers, au moment même où les invités de 
rtial festoyaient à l’auberge d’Oraleux. 

« Mon père est à la pêche », gémit Amélie, quand Ar- 
ce vint lui annoncer la nouvelle effrayante. 
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«Ne vous occupez pas de votre père, mais de vous 
même », dit Armance. « Il faut prendre le train de una 
heure quarante. Vous tomberez au milieu des fiançailles ».. 

Amélie était aussi une fille pleine d’ardeur. Elle quitta 
les limonadiers et courut à la gare. Sur le quai Armance dé: 
cida qu’elle l’accompagnerait. L’omnibus les emporta le long 
de la vallée emplie des feux de l’été, tandis que Julienne; 
pédalant sur les vingt cinq kilomètres qui séparent Mécheui. 
d’Oraleux, s’enchantait d’avoir déclenché un drame, et pleu: 
rait des larmes enfantines sur la beauté tragique du monde: 

A l’auberge d’Oraleux la scène fut sensationnelle. Hor: 
tense Pontarille, à son tour avertie par le garde-barrière 
des combinaisons du cousin Martial, faisait les cent pas de: 
vant l’auberge, sans savoir ce qui pouvait se passer ni Ce 
qu’elle devait faire pour rétablir la justice. Quand elle vi 
arriver Amélie avec Armance elle éprouva un sentiment de 
gloire. N’avait-elle pas été la première à pressentir cette 
honte? Dans le village des hommes et des femmes sortaient 
des maisons de temps à autre, comme cela arrive dans l’im- 
minence des évènements exceptionnels, dont on ne sait rien 
encore. 

« C’est vous la cousine de Patourd? » demanda Hortense 
tout d’abord en voyant Amélie. 

« C’est elle », dit Armance. 

« Je n’ai besoin de personne », dit Amélie. 

« Permettez-moi de vous présenter à la compagnie », dit 
solennellement Hortense. | 

Les trois femmes entrèrent et marchèrent jusque sous les 
tonnelles où la table était dressée. Sans doute croyaient-elles 
encore que ce n’était qu’un mauvais rêve, car lorsqu'elles 
arrivèrent auprès des convives, sous l’oeil effaré de l’auber: 
giste, elles furent si saisies qu’elles gardèrent le silence. Les 
convives et Martial, assis près de sa fiancée, restèrent eux: 
mêmes stupéfaits devant leur tasse de café. Toutes les con 
versations s'étaient arrêtées brusquement. | 

Armance ne pouvait se garder d’admirer Martial, mal 
gré son évidente perfidie. Amélie avait le visage baigné de 
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mes. Hortense fut la premiére a retrouver le sens de la 
nation: 


« Madame et Mademoiselle Frodaux, je vous présente 
demoiselle Amélie Cauret, la fiancée de Monsieur Rivort ». 


Les détails de ce qui se passa immédiatement après n’ont 
s d’intérêt pour nous. Il suffit de dire que le désastre fut 
rté à son comble. Jamais Amélie ni Martine n’auraient 
:lles-mémes voulu susciter la moindre affaire, si Hortense 
les avait exaspérées. Elles quittèrent d’ailleurs très vite 
uberge, Amélie se réfugiant chez Patourd, et Martine sau- 
it dans une voiture pour regagner Reims, tandis que la 
re Frodaux assurait, en dépit de tout, qu’il était pré- 
able d’éviter un esclandre. Cependant Armance, Martial 
Hortense avaient échangé assez de propos injurieux pour 
> Martial fût convaincu d’être l’homme le plus indelicat 
canton. Une heure plus tard l’auberge était déserte, le 
age silencieux et Martial s’était retiré dans sa demeure. 


On parla longtemps de l’histoire, mais à demi-mot, dans 
interminables soirées d’été, lorsqu’après le repas on ve- 
t s’asseoir sur le pas des portes. À demi-mot, parce que 
conséquences de cette comédie furent graves pour Ri- 
t et d’ailleurs absolument justes. La nouvelle de sa traî- 
e fut d’abord claironnée à Mécheuil, et l’on s’avisa que 
omme ne fondait ses affaires que sur le bluff. M. Cauret 
sea des comptes. Rivort qui jouait à découvert se vit 
iser certains prêts indispensables. S’il est vrai que sa 
ation aurait pu être sauvée et définitivement assurée par 
mariage avec Martine Frodaux, cet échec matrimonial 
cipitait la ruine d'un commerce depuis toujours menacé 
gré les apparences fastueuses. Il avait commis une grave 
rudence en organisant à Oraleux un repas de fiançailles. 
is les circonstances l’y avaient contraint, et ce risque une 
| dépassé, il n’avait plus qu’à attendre la cérémonie dé- 
ve qui aurait été célébrée à Reims. Quoi qu’il en soit, 
x mois plus tard on procédait à la liquidation du bazar. 


On pensait que Rivort disparaîtrait à jamais et qu'il irait 
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chercher des dupes à cent lieues de Mécheuil avec le peu 
qu’il aurait encore réussi à extorquer. Mais il revint à Ora- 
leux, où il vécut seul dans la grande maison. On se de- 
mandait à quoi il occupait ses journées. On le voyait chaque 
semaine chez le boulanger et à l’épicerie où il achetait sim- 
plement un de ces énormes fromages du pays. Il se con- 
tentait donc de pain et de fromage. On répétait qu'il se 
livrait à des calculs sur les opérations boursières, car le fac- 
teur lui apportait le samedi un journal de Bourse. C’etait 
tout ce qu’il recevait dans son courrier. Il mit en vente ses 
bois sur la colline, sauf l’un d’eux à la lisière duquel s’ele- 
vait une maisonnette délabrée, habitée autrefois par un 
garde. 

Pendant l’automne et l’hiver les paroles échangées se 
firent encore plus obscures, comme si l’on espérait, par ces 
façons mystérieuses, saisir quelque secret alors qu'il n’y en 
avait aucun. Enfin la grande maison et ses dépendances fu- 
rent proposées aux enchères chez le notaire de Reuil. Mar- 
tial se retira dans la maisonnette avec quelques meubles. Cela 
on l’avait prévu, mais on se demandait combien de temps 
il vivrait ainsi avec le produit de ses ventes si l’on comptait 
qu’il devait encore satisfaire certains créanciers. Cette ruine 
totale étonnait le monde, car on n’éprouvait pas la moindre 
pitié. Peut-être aurait-on préféré voir Martial braver son 
sort avec insolence et qu’il surmonte sa déconfiture en dé- 
tournant assez de profits pour affirmer le personnage d’un 
véritable joueur. On l’appelait maintenant avec familiarité 
le cousin Martial. On attendait qu’il s’embauchät comme 
simple ouvrier ou qu'il se mit à élever des lapins aussi sim- 
plement que sa cousine Hortense Pontarille qui pour sa part 
se vouait plus que jamais au grand silence des dignités éper- 
dues. 

On s’aperçut bientôt que Martial n’avait pas la moindre 
intention d’entreprendre une besogne quelconque. Il s’obsti- 
nait à se nourrir de pain et de fromage, et il vivait des jours 
de loisirs, sa plus grande occupation consistant à faire des 
promenades dans la forêt. 
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Depuis son enfance Martial avait vécu enfermé au fond 

des villes, soit à Remoncy, soit à Mécheuil. Il ne pouvait 
trouver aucun charme à la solitude champêtre, et il se ré- 
vélait si inapte à la culture de la terre qu’il ne chercha 
même pas à se procurer le plaisir de quelques salades en 
défrichant dix mètres carrés de terre, autour de sa maison- 
nette. En vérité, s’il ne s’était pas attardé à des regrets, il 
se consacrait pour ainsi dire entièrement à la honte de sa 
situation. Des combinaisons boursières avaient d’abord pu 
l’interesser, sans qu'il fat en mesure de les réaliser. Lorsqu'il 
cessa de recevoir ses journaux financiers, il n’eut plus d’au- 
tre ressource que d’errer dans la forêt, comme nous l’avons 
dit. Cette habitude devint chez lui dès la fin de l’hiver une 
sorte de passion. 

Il ne prêtait pas d’attention aux arbres, ni aux paysages, 
ni à ces choses qui peuvent interesser un homme de la cam- 
pagne, les passées du gibier, les migrations d’oiseaux, les 
premières pousses des asperges sauvages, les champignons 
rouges des frimas. Il était entièrement absorbé par la marche, 
simplement soucieux de reconnaître le réseau des chemins 
déserts qui parcourent la forêt, loin des lieux ou l’on pour- 
suit les travaux d’abatage. Il tournait comme dans une prison. 

On aurait pu le voir s’arrêter au dessus des flaques d’eau 
pour regarder son visage toujours soigneusement rasé et rajus- 
ter sa cravate. Il lui arrivait de casser une branche et de 
dessiner des lettres dans la boue d’une fondrière. D’abord les 
prénoms de son père, de sa mère et de ses frères. Toute la 
famille était maintenant dispersée, aux cent diables, sauf 
Fernand, un de ses frères, marchand de T.S.F. à Reims et 
qui avait assisté aux fiançailles. Les autres, voués aux expé- 
dients... Puis le nom de Remoncy. Là Martial avait vécu jo- 
yeusement dans la crasse, fouillant les poubelles, achetant des 
peaux de lapin pour le commerce familial. C’étaient d’ail- 
leurs les peaux de lapin qui lui avaient donné la première 
idée de l’enrichissement. Au lieu de grossir les gains par l’éco- 
nomie, il fallait demander aux gens qu’ils vous fassent crédit 
et remployer ces gains à d’autres opérations. Sa première ten- 
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tative auprès de la mercière de Mécheuil, avait été un triom- 
phe assez rapide. En somme il sut forcer la confiance, mais 
à qui la demander maintenant? 

On dit encore que Martial creusa des initiales dans le 
tronc des arbres, et qu’il retrouvait en ces signes le visage 
d'Amélie et celui de Martine, aussi bien que le visage de sa 
propre trahison. Mais le plus souvent il poursuivait ses mar- 
ches interminables. Comment tout cela finirait-il? Y avait-il 
un incroyable lieu où il fàt possible de concilier les deux 
jeunes filles? Et le souvenir d’Armance, la mercière compta- 
ble, venait encore troubler l’impossible roman. Par bonheur 
Armance avait pas mal puisé dans la caisse, ce qui apportait 
à l’ignominie on ne savait quelle fabuleuse compensation. 

Actuellement personne n’admet qu’on ne fasse rien, et 
l’on va jusqu’à préférer le brigandage à l’inaction. Voilà pour- 
quoi les gens d’Oraleux considéraient avec une horreur de 
plus en plus grande les ballades de Martial Rivort, qu'ils 
n’étaient pas sans surprendre. Mais il arrive qu’un homme 
doive se livrer à de longues réflexions. 

Chaque jour il cherchait des itinéraires différents. Il 
aimait ces allées interminables qui s'enfoncent vers un hori- 
zon caché dans les profondeurs du sous-bois et qu’on n’at- 
teint jamais parce que très loin ces allées se divisent en sen- 
tiers. Lorsque Martial parvenait dans un sentier obscur il 
croyait que quelqu’un le suivait et cette personne était pres- 
que toujours Martine Frodaux, une Martine bien chan- 
gée qui lui aurait murmuré à l’oreille: « Nous sommes ici 
toi et moi et tout le reste est oublié ». Cela semblait tel- 
lement irréalisable que Martial se sentait encore mieux ac- 
cablé de honte, et presque émerveillé. Ces paroles lui reve- 
naient toujours à l’esprit, quoiqu'il voulût les chasser. Il ne 
s’agissait pas de rêver, mais si dans le village on considérait 
que Martial était indigne de vivre et si lui-même le croyait, 
ces mots imaginaires semblaient le seul bien qui fat demeuré 
en sa possession. Aucun témoin pour les démentir. Lui seul 
pouvait les entendre. La beauté de Martine demeurait bier 
vivante, là bas, à Reims. Il n’avait été séparé d’elle que par 
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les paroles hasardeuses d’Amélie et d’Armance. Il aurait bien 
suffi d’une autre parole pour rompre leur malédiction, et cette 
parole ne serait jamais prononcée. 

Martial revenait parfois à l’esprit des affaires. Il avait 
à prendre une décision en demeurant caché pour faire croire 
à ses enragées commères et aux gens du pays qu’il n’avait 
plus rien à espérer, jusqu’au jour où il s’engagerait le long 
d’une bonne voie. Il lui fallait rétablir sa situation dans le 
pays en trouvant quelque secret allié. Il n’était pas impossible 
qu’Hortense Pontarille se laissät émouvoir par sa situation, 
et accueillit un pêcheur repentant qui se jouerait d’elle 
avec la plus grande facilité. 

Martial découvrit, en suivant les chemins, bien d’autres 
procédés propres à faire fructifier le faible pécule qu’il avait 
réussi à sauver du désastre. Il s’ingéniait à des combinaisons 
toujours plus douteuses, sans pouvoir cependant écarter le 
souvenir de Martine et des mots impossibles qui auraient tout 
changé: « Nous sommes ici toi et moi, et le reste est oublié ». 

Un soir le curé d’Oraleux vint voir Martial dans sa ba- 
raque. Il était sans doute envoyé par Hortense Pontarille, qui 
aurait été prise de scrupules. Le curé exposa simplement à 
Martial que sa situation semblait pénible à tous et qu’il de- 
vait s’en sortir et ne pas se laisser aller au désespoir. 

«Je ne désespère de rien, avoua Martial, mais je suis 
terriblement hypocrite ». 

« Si vous étiez un franc criminel, reconnut l’autre, on 
saurait au moins à quoi s’en tenir. 

« Je suis un homme de peu », disait Martial, « quoique 
j'aie remué une fortune. Le bonheur est loin de moi». 

« Ne pouvez-vous choisir un travail honnête? ». 

Mais qui remplacerait Martine et tous mes espoirs? son- 
geait Martial sans rien répondre. Il avait trompé Martine et 
il la tromperait encore s’il le pouvait. Il finit par avouer 
cela à l’homme d’Eglise qui lui dit enfin: 

« Vous me confondez, mais vous n’avez pas la partie 
belle, il faut l’avouer. Le ciel... ». 

Il y avait de quoi réfléchir. Martial et le curé fumérent 
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ensemble plusieurs cigarettes, tout le monde à Oraleux pour- 


ra vous en témoigner, et l’on vous dira que la conduite de 
Martial ne changea pas pour cela. 

Martial s’était mis à rôder la nuit dans les rues du vil- 
lage et cet homme, qu’on saluait bien bas peu de mois aupa- 
ravant, fut redouté comme un vampire. On répétait qu’on 
pouvait tout attendre de lui. Les filles et les femmes n’osaient 
plus sortir dans l’obscurité. | 

Le ciel. Ce fut un matin d’avril que le cousin Martial 
découvrit le ciel. Il y avait encore de la malice dans l’air, 
comme nous le verrons un peu plus tard. Martial partait 
souvent sur les chemins vers minuit, et après avoir parcouru 
Oraleux, il revenait à la forêt dont les branches lui cachaient. 
les premières lueurs du jour. Mais ce matin là il avait suivi 
un raccourci qu'il ne connaissait pas et qui le conduisit en 
peu de temps vers la lisière du sud. Le chemin grimpait une 
pente abrupte en haut de laquelle Martial vit d’abord s’éle- 
ver des oiseaux. 

D’innombrables oiseaux. Il y avait le menu peuple des 
moineaux, des verdiers, des alouettes que Martial aurait été 
bien en peine de reconnaître. Puis, loin au dessus d’eux, le 
réseau rapide des hirondelles, et enfin, derrière cet espace, 
deux buses que poursuivait une nuée de corbeaux. 

Le simple hasard sans doute. Quelques oiseaux pillards 
rassemblés dans la prairie autour d’un pain perdu et l’habi- 
tuel foisonnement des hirondelles,‘ tandis que se poursuivait 
la vieille guerre du busard et des freux. Martial fut étonné 
par cette envolée dans le ciel qui semblait éclater en mille 
régions immenses. Il fut étonné, comme peut l’être un homme 
en proie à des embarras sordides, auquel on présente soudain 
le spectacle d’une beauté qui ne le concerne pas. Dans sa 
stupéfaction il s’avisa simplement de compter les oiseaux. 

Surtout les corbeaux l’interessérent. Ils se fondaient dans 
le ciel à mesure qu’ils s’éloignaient, et virant aux limites de 
l’invisible, ils réapparaissaient l’un après l’autre jusqu’à ce 
qu’ils forment de nouveau une troupe innombrable. « Avec 
de la patience », disait Martial, « je pourrai voir revenir un 
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par un les billets de mille francs comme les corbeaux. Mais 
il faut savoir attendre qu’ils viennent l’un après l’autre au 

. lieu de vouloir les prendre tous ensemble. Et un billet de 
mille francs c’est encore plus léger qu’un oiseau. Je dois 
d’abord en regarder de loin deux ou trois avant de les ap- 
privoiser ». 

Depuis ce jour Martial prêta une grande attention aux 
oiseaux. Il constata qu’il n’était guère facile de s’approcher 
d’eux, et cela lui apprit qu’il devait lui-même, pour une 
nouvelle carrière, adopter la conduite la plus modeste. Il 
serait jardinier par exemple, et salade par salade il attendrait 
le retour des jours de prospérité peut-être pendant des an- 
nées. Mais il n’aurait pas d’ambition. Il épouserait Jeannette 
ou Veronique... 

Il disait ces prénoms tout à fait au hasard. Il les écrivit 
sur un talus de terre sableuse. Jeannette (ou Véronique) se- 
rait une fille aussi farouche qu’un oiseau et aussi ignorante 
des tares et des réussites, comme il désirerait l’être lui-même 
à jamais. Elle lui dirait simplement: « Nous sommes ici toi et 
moi... ». Il fallait oublier Martine. Etait-ce possible? 

Quoi qu’il en soit Martial s’obstina à guetter les oiseaux. 

Il apprit qu’ils se tenaient sur les lisiéres et qu'il suffisait 
de rester immobile pour qu’ils s’approchent et viennent se 
percher autour de lui, ici et là sur les branches, toujours 
en éveil et attentifs à mille choses inconnues de nous. Il arriva 
même à Martial de leur parler. Il leur disait ce qu’il ne pou- 
vait avouer à personne: qu'il était sans honneur et sans biens, 
mais qu’il comptait sur de petites choses étincelantes. Martial 
finit par louer les oiseaux et par leur déclarer qu’il ne de- 
mandait rien d’autre, pour le moment, que de les regarder 
qui lissaient leurs plumes dans le ciel (que ces plumes soient 
jaunes ou grises, rouges ou orange ou vertes). Les oiseaux 
pivotaient sur leurs branches et s’envolaient. Souvent Martial 
tendit la main vers les hirondelles insaisissables qui venaient 
boire dans les ornières. Puis il fit connaissance avec le pic- 
épeiche. 

Un jour qu'il longeait un chemin herbeux il vit un oiseau 
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muni d’une aigrette et tout bariolé qui se promenait lui-même 
sur la sente. Martial le suivit. L’oiseau s’envolait puis conti- 
nuait sa promenade. « Conduis-moi, murmurait Martial, là 
où il faut me conduire, car si j'ai compris ce que je dois faire, 
je ne sais pas encore où aller ». Est-il donc possible qu’un 
directeur de bazar tombe si bas qu’il soit réduit à faire une 
prière au pic-épeiche? Toujours est-il que l'oiseau, parfois 
voletant, parfois déambulant et paradant, mena l’homme vers 
une lisière inconnue. 

Ici le chemin montait encore une pente raide contre le 
ciel, et, à la limite du versant, quand le pic s’envola, Martial 
aperçut une friche compliquée qui retombait avec tous ses 
buissons épineux vers une grande vallée. L’horizon était une 
ligne grise par delà des campagnes si profondes que les ar- 
bres et les maisons s’y distinguaient à peine. La friche était 
traversée par des pistes multiples qui avaient livré passage 
aux charrois. Martial descendit une de ces pistes et il parvint 
à un endroit où se creusait un chemin bien empierré. Au 
bord de ce chemin il y avait un ancien écriteau sur lequel 
on pouvait discerner une flèche peinte en blanc ainsi que 
le nom de Remoncy. 

Ce furent ces circonstances, très exactement rapportées, 
qui engagèrent Martial à retourner dans son pays natal, après 
avoir vendu pour une bouchée de pain sa baraque et son ter- 
rain exigu d’Oraleux. 

Dès son arrivée à Remoncy Martial Rivort prit pension 
dans l’auberge du port, auprès du canal, et se mit en quête 
d’une baraque avec un terrain assez vaste propre à la culture. 
Auprès d’un agent immobilier il découvrit ce qu’il souhaitait, 
moyennant un loyer minime. Cet homme d’affaires chercha 
aussitôt à dissuader M. Rivort d’élire pour domicile cette 
misérable maisonnette perdue dans la prairie humide der- 
rière le canal. 

«M. Rivort, je suis navré », disait M. Maltant, « qu’un 
homme comme vous... ». 

«J'ai peu de ressources », répondit notre homme, « et 
je compte faire du jardinage ». 
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M. Maltant leva les bras au ciel. 

« N’étes-vous donc pas l’illustre M. Rivort qui fit fortune 
à Mécheuil dans un bazar et qui partit pour l’étranger après 
avoir roulé tout le monde? ». 

Martial croyait rêver. Le mépris où on le tenait à Ora- 
leux ne le préparait nullement à cette réputation. 

« Je sais bien, poursuivit M. Maltant, vous avez pu es- 
suyer quelques revers, mais ce n’est pas une raison pour s’en- 
foncer dans la boue. On a besoin d’hommes comme vous, et 
je suis prêt à vous proposer quelque affaire ». 

Avant toutes choses, Martial tint cependant à louer la 
maisonnette. Puis il se dit que le pic-épeiche était un oiseau 
bien avisé et que le ciel n’exigeait pas de mortifications inu- 
tiles. Donc il écouta les propositions de M. Maltant. 

« Certes, vous sortez d’une humble famille de Remoncy, 
lui redit l’agent pour le rassurer tout à fait, mais c’est une 
preuve que vous savez surmonter les difficultés. Voulez-vous 
me servir de démarcheur? Plus tard nous nous associerons. 
Certainement vous plaisez aux femmes et vous savez parler ». 

M. Maltant n’était pas si sot. Qu'il fallút se défier de 
l’habileté de Martial Rivort prouvait d’autant mieux que 
cette habileté serait d’un bon rapport pour qui saurait la 
mettre à son service et n’en point pâtir. 

Ainsi donc la vie reprit pour un temps son beau sourire 
commercial, et l’homme, sous la direction de M. Maltant, 
s’initia à la vente des immeubles, parcourut les quartiers de 
Remoncy et les villages environnants en quête de maisons 
et de terrains, de vendeurs et d’acheteurs. Au début tout 
alla le mieux du monde. Martial rencontra aussi Véronique. 

Ou plutôt il ne fit d’abord que l’entrevoir un jour qu’il 
entra chez les Breston, une famille amie de la famille Rivort, 
aussi nombreuse, aussi dépenaillée, mais dont tous les mem- 
bres étaient demeurés à Remoncy. L’un vendait des ferrail- 
les, l’autre faisait les marchés avec des lapins savants, deux 
frères cadets travaillaient aux sablières. Quant au grand-père 
il conduisait une péniche. Martial fut accueilli comme un 
génie par cette nichée où il retrouvait les galopins et les 
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galopines de son enfance. Les Breston ne savaient rien de sa 
carrière à Mécheuil. Ils ne lui demandèrent même pas quel- 
les étaient ses occupations, et les raisons de son retour à 
Remoncy. On but simplement ensemble de bonnes rasades 
de café. À un moment Martial vit une jeune fille qui traver- 
sait la grande cuisine misérable où l’on s’était installé. Cette 
jeune fille sortit sans regarder personne, et Martial apprit 
qu’elle s’appelait Véronique. 

Ce nom lui donna un coup au coeur. Il songea que, dans 
sa forêt, il avait rêvé d’épouser une fille qui s’appellerait | 
Véronique et qui serait simple comme celle-ci, et lui dirait. 
Puis il se souvint qu’il avait connu la petite Véronique autre- 
fois. Elle avait huit ans quand lui-même en avait quinze: 
Elle avait rôdé avec les gars Breston et Martial au cours des 
équipées que l’on faisait dans le faubourg. Martial avait 
porté Véronique sur ses épaules. 

Martial n’eut pas d’ailleurs la possibilité de réfléchir 
beaucoup sur ce sujet, car on lui fit part presque aussitôt 
d’une nouvelle assez extraordinaire, à savoir que les Breston 
étaient riches. 

« On a beau être pouilleux », disait un nommé Auguste. 
«On a fait des héritages, on a économisé, et comme nous 
voilà on pourrait acheter une petite ferme. On a déjà une 
voiture ». 

Les Breston montrèrent la voiture à Martial et c’était en 
effet une auto normale. 

« On travaillera et on galvaudera toute notre vie, mais à 
nous tous on sera riches ». 

Martial n’en revenait pas. Il finit par comprendre que le 
bien n’était pas considérable, et que si les Breston, au lieu 
de faire une cagnotte à l’usage de tous les membres de la 
famille, avaient partagé leurs trésors, il ne reviendrait pas 
grand chose à chacun d’eux. Mais ils étaient en ces jours 
assez bien considérés à Remoncy. Martial résolut de s’enten- 
dre avec Véronique. Ansi tout s’annonçait bien et les jours 
furent radieux jusqu’au moment où Armance et Amélie sur- 
girent à Remoncy comme des oiseaux fantastiques. 
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Il y a bien des espèces d’oiseaux. Martial Rivort ne ces- 
sait de s’interesser à la gent ailée pendant les courses qu'il 
faisait à travers Remoncy, ou bien au long de ses voyages 
dans les trains entre deux villages. Il assistait aux palabres 
des mésanges au milieu des lilas des cours. Ou bien il voyait 
a travers la vitre de son compartiment le grand vol des hérons. 
C’ètaient autant de signes qui lui recommandaient l’audace. 
Il ne tarda pas á opérer pour son compte dans les trafics de 
maisons, et reprit son jeu à découvert, grâce à des emprunts 
qu'il fit aux Breston après avoir un peu dupé Maltant. Il eut 
l’occasion de parler à Véronique et d’évoquer avec elle des 
souvenirs d’enfance. 

Véronique était une jeune veuve et elle devait faire vivre 
ses deux enfants, son mari étant mort des suites d’un accident. 
Martial ne fut que plus à l’aise dans cette nouvelle affaire 
de mariage combinée avec des opérations financières. Il ne 
commettrait pas de grandes trahisons cette fois, si tout mar- 
chait bien. M. Maltant semblait assez satisfait de ses relations 
avec Rivort, quoiqu'il restàt persuadé que l’homme ne don- 
nait pas toute sa mesure. 

Les cousinages de nos provinces sont infinis. Il se trouva 
que le beau frère de Véronique, c’est à dire le frère de son 
mari décédé, était aussi apparenté avec Hortense Pontarille 
par les Galard, des marchands de volaille dont le commerce 
avait des ramifications jusqu’à Mécheuil et Oraleux. Un Ga- 
lard opérait le ramassage dans ce dernir canton et il achetait 
parfois des lapins à Hortense. C’est ainsi du moins qu’on 
expliqua dans le pays qu’un beau jour Armance et Amélie 
Cauret firent un voyage jusqu’à Remoncy rien que pour dé- 
noncer Martial qu’elles soupçonnaient fort de perpétuer ses 
tromperies. Elles agirent en cela pour le bien public, ce qui 
leur permit de satisfaire leur soif de justice. Qui oserait 
défendre Martial? C’était sa faute si les deux femmes étaient 
devenues des harpies, et d’ailleurs elles pouvaient espérer que 
tout s’arrangerait, que Martial retrouverait la bonne voie, 
épouserait finalement l’une ou l’autre, sans songer qu’en ce 
cas les deux alliées auraient encore à se déchirer proprement. 
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« J'aime véritablement les oiseaux », expliquait Martial 
à Véronique, « surtout ceux qu’il y a sur le talus du canal, 
parce qu’ils sont plus aimables qu'ailleurs. Je les ai étudiés 
dans un livre quand j'étais à Oraleux ». 

« Quelquefois il en vient sur la péniche », disait Vé- 
ronique. 

Elle habitait avec ses enfants la péniche de son grand 
père le vieux Breston qui faisait le va-et-vient entre Remoncy 
et Verziers. Elle entretenait le ménage de la cabine, relevait 
Charles au gouvernail. Pendant qu’on déchargeait elle fai- 
sait les courses à Remoncy. Elle rencontrait souvent Martial 
qui guettait son passage. Ce jour là ils bavardaient sur la place 
Bugeaud à l’entrée de la ruelle qui conduit chez les Breston. 
De l’autre côté de la place s’élevait la grande maison de 
Maltant, entourée d’un jardin où déjà les roses fleurissaient. 
Les magasins d’alentour attiraient tout le peuple des rues 
avoisinantes. Mais ni Martial ni Véronique ne se préoccu- 
paient du monde. Le mois de mai était dans toute sa splen- 
deur. 


« Surtout les mésanges, disait Martial. Tu connais les 
mésanges? ». 


« Je les connais », répondait Véronique. « Mais je vou- 
drais bien voir un pic-épeiche. Tu m’as parlé d’un pic- 
épeiche ». 

Ce fut l’instant même où le drame se précipita. On peut 
affirmer que les deux femmes venues de l’extrêmité de la 
place fondirent véritablement sur Véronique et Martial qui 
bavardaient sans soucis. Elles marchaient avec hâte. Leurs 
visages étaient comme des masques qu’elles auraient portés 
en guise d’étendards. Les spectateurs devinèrent tout de suite 
le point précis où la scène allait se dérouler, et les regards 
se portèrent vers les deux amoureux avant même que les fem- 
mes eussent traversé la moitié de la place. Véronique et Mar- 


tial furent les seuls à ne rien pressentir. Ils entendirent sou- 
dain la voix d’Armance: 


« Martial Rivort qui promet le mariage à une autre inno- 
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cente, clamait soudain la demoiselle. Martial Rivort qui cher- 
‚che à voler Maltant et les Breston ». 


Elles parlaient bien un peu au hasard, mais elles étaient 
sûres de tomber juste, et Amélie Cauret conta à Véronique 
stupéfaite, ainsi qu’aux badauds, l’histoire abrégée des mal- 


versations et des roueries anciennes et récentes du cousin 
Martial. 


« Une veuve pensionnée, n’est-ce pas une bonne affaire 
en attendant mieux », conclut Amélie. « La famille avance 
de l’argent et l’on fait valser la mariée ». 


Un remue-ménage insensé. Armance et Amélie semblaient 
vouloir se couvrir de boue tout autant que Martial. Il est 
parfois difficile de maîtriser la passion. Maltant était sorti 
de son bureau pour assister à la querelle et parmi les gens 
assemblés il eut le loisir de soupçonner les incorrections de 
Martial à son égard. Véronique avait pu s’enfuir, mais Martial 
était demeuré immobile et sans parole. Il assistait avec mé- 
lancolie à la ruine de ses nouveaux projets. Enfin Armance 
lui cracha au visage. Deux frères Breston purent constater 
le fait. Aussitôt Armance et Amélie tournèrent le dos, et 
Martial s’en alla vers le canal. « Il va se jeter dans le canal », 
murmuraient les gens. On le suivit de loin. Il s’assit simple- 
ment sur le talus et alluma une cigarette. 

Et la suite? se demandait-on. Les heures de l’après midi 
s’écoulèrent dans la douceur le mai sans qu’on eût la moindre 
nouvelle des conséquences de l’histoire. Il était sûr que Mar- 
tial perdait tout crédit auprès de Maltant à qui il aurait à 
rembourser quelques sommes pas bien importantes avant de 
songer à dédommager les Breston. Cependant la journée tou- 
chait à sa fin et Martial demeurait assis sur la berge du canal. 
Des gamins se perchèrent sur la passerelle de l’écluse pour 
le regarder. Ils purent voir qu'il jetait du pain à des oiseaux 
qui voletaient autour de lui. 

Vers le soir Véronique traversa la passerelle et vint re- 
trouver Martial. « Cela va encore chauffer », se dirent deux 
mariniers qui rôdaient sur l’autre berge du canal, mais ils 
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n’entendirent rien. Véronique s’assit à côté de Martial et elle 
lui parla à mi-voix. 

« Mon vieux Martial », lui dit-elle. « Tu t’es encore em- 
barqué dans une mauvaise affaire. C’est la faute à ce pic-épei- 
che. Si tu n’étais pas venu à Remoncy... ». 

« Ce pic-épeiche », dit Martial, « c'est le plus beau des 
oiseaux que j'aie jamais vus. Je n’aurais pas dû trafiquer, 
voilà tout. Maintenant il est trop tard ». 

Puis ils restèrent muets l’un et l’autre. Partout alentour 
il y avait un grand silence, si l’on excepte les grincements 
de la grue qui déchargeait du sable sur le port, vers la gau- 
che. Après de longs instants Véronique murmura: 


« Puisque nous sommes ici, toi et moi, tout le reste est. 


oublié ». 

Martial se tourna vers elle. 

« Qu'est-ce que tu as dit? ». 

Elle répéta ce qu’elle avait dit. Il regardait son visage. 
Un visage un peu grêlé, qui exprimait une crapulerie vague- 
ment maladive, mais illuminé par les yeux purs, par les lè- 
vres bien vivantes. Comment avait-elle eu l’idée de prononcer 
les paroles miraculeuses? 

« Je tromperais n’importe qui », dit Martial, « mais pas 
toi surtout, et il ne faut pas que nous restions ensemble ». 

« Nous verrons bien », dit Véronique. 


« C’est tout vu », dit Martial. « Je suis un type impos- 
sible et les autres te feraient des ennuis. Je t’ai aimée, tu 
sais, mais fiche le camp ». 


« On doit prendre les choses comme elles sont », répétait 
Véronique. 


Aucun d’eux n’osait même toucher la main de l’autre. 
Véronique s’en alla. Elle devait rejoindre ses enfants. Le 
soir, Auguste Breston et un de ses frères vinrent trouver 
Martial dans sa maisonnette: 

« C’est pas tout ça », dirent-ils, «tu nous dois de l’ar- 
gent, et d’après ce qu’on raconte tu en dois aussi à Maltant. 
Cet homme là saura bien se défendre, mais nous autres... ». 
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Martial ne pouvait rien répondre. 


« Ecoute donc », reprit Auguste, « on a des relations avec 
un conseiller municipal, et on peut te trouver une place d’ai- 
de-cantonnier, si c’est assez beau Pr monsieur. Tu nous 
rembourseras sur ta paye, et on n’en parlera plus. Viens 
boire un coup à la maison ». 
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Les Breston avaient trouvé l’affaire toute naturelle d'un 
bout à l’autre. Le monde des Breston personne ne peut guère 
vous le recommander, mais c’est vraiment un monde qui 
existe. Ils mélangent les idées, ils travaillent, ils fainéantent 
à tout hasard et ils pardonnent à leur amis, c’est invraisem- 


blable. 


Ce soir là Martial aurait pu croire que rien ne lui était 
arrivé mais qu'il devait tout recommencer. Il se résolut à 
prendre l’emploi d’aide-cantonnier et à ne jamais épouser 
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L’attitude de Véronique semblait étrange. On lisait dans 
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ses yeux autant de joie que de mépris, lorsque par aventure 


.quelqu’un lui parlait de Martial Rivort. Elle haussait les 1 
épaules sans rien dire. Rivort avait été embauché en effet a 
comme aide-cantonnier. Une situation sans avenir. Jamais f i 
on ne lui donnerait un emploi officiel. Il était au service de “ed 

: 


la commune qui le déléguait provisoirement à la réfection de «Ca 
certains chemins charretiers au sujet desquels on avait recu ’ 


des réclamations pressantes. Chaque soir Martial venait s’as- A 3 
seoir sur le talus du canal, et demeurait dans une telle im- ie 
mobilité que les oiseaux voletaient autour de lui dans l’herbe “i 
et sur le sentier. Les hirondelles, qui descendaient pour 8 


se baigner, lui passaient presque sous le nez. Il n’y avait 
là rien d’extraordinaire. Tous les pêcheurs, tous ceux qui 
restent sans bouger comme Rivort au bord du canal non loin 
de la ville ne tardent pas à se voir entourés de moineaux. 
On crut cependant remarquer que les oiseaux s’assemblaient 
en assez grand nombre auprès de Martial, et qu’il y avait 
parmi eux des rossignols, des merles et des chardonnerets. 
On exagérait beaucoup comme il est naturel, et si l’on voyait 
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dans le ciel un héron ou un busard, on disait qu'il tournait 
autour de Martial. 

Véronique continuait les voyages avec son grand-père sur 
la péniche. Tous les trois jours ils revenaient de Verziers pour 
prendre un chargement de béton. Alors Véronique rejoignait 
Martial sur le talus. Elle s’asseyait à côté de lui dans l’herbe. 
On prétendait qu’ils ne se parlaient pas. « Il faut laisser faire 
le temps », disait Breston. Maintenant il n’y avait plus de 
question en effet, sinon l’amour de Véronique et de Martial, 
que l’on ne s’expliqua jamais. Toute une semaine elle dut 
rester à Verziers. Il ne put sans doute supporter cette absence 
car il se rendit à Verziers pendant la nuit le long du canal. Il 
alla dans le port de Verziers, regarda la péniche, il la toucha 
de la main, puis il repartit comme il était venu. Le vieux. 
Breston qui veillait l’aperçut sous le fanal par la fenêtre de 
la cabine. Quand il songea à héler Martial, l’homme était 
déjà loin. Maintenant donc seuls comptaient certains gestes 
silencieux qui n’avaient de rapport ni avec un futur mariage 
ni avec des erreurs passées. 

L’attention des quelques personnes de Remoncy, qui 
avaient pu s’interesser à l’histoire de Martial, fut bientôt dé- 
tournée vers d’autres évènements aussi peu significatifs. Cer- 
tains vont jusqu’à prétendre que Véronique et Martial fu- 
rent mariés dans une église des environs par un prêtre qui 
les bénit en deux temps trois mouvements. Allez-y voir. Le 
seul fait certain c’est qu’un an plus tard Martial disparut, 
et que personne ne put avoir de ses nouvelles ni à Reims ni 
à Mécheuil. 

Véronique poursuivait ses voyages avec les deux gamins 
et le grand-père. Des gens qui passaient sur le chemin de 
halage recontrèrent la péniche et virent quelquefois des trou- 
pes d’oiseaux s’abattre sur la cabine. Des oiseaux de toutes 
sortes. Cela rappelait aux gens du pays le souvenir de Mar- 
tial. Lorsqu'on en parlait au vieux Breston il répétait avec 
confiance qu’on verrait bien. 

Les années s’écoulant, vous apprendrez peut-être qu’Ar- 
mance, Amélie et Martine sont glorieusement mariées, ou 
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sement — désespérées. > Qu y pouvons-nous désormais? ' 
Quoi qu’il en soit, chaque nuit Véronique guettait à la ie 
nêtre de la cabine. Il est absolument vrai que la jeune fem- 
ne put voir, à deux ou trois reprises, un homme qui venait 
; oucher la péniche et qui s ven « Laissez faire le temps » 
répétait Breston. Il semblait qu’on ne sortirait plus jamais 
de ce temps immense où Véronique et Martial avaient rendez- i 
vous à une heure vraiment inconnue de tous. « Puisque nous u 
sommes ensemble toi et moi... ». Ce serait certainement la 4 je 
première parole qu’ils se diraient demain, ou après des mois 
ou bien dans un autre monde. 


HENRY MATHIEU 


LA JEUNE FILLE 


Dans une ville où je ne savais rien, 

elle sortit de l’ombre de la nuit 
lentement, comme on traverse la fumée. 
J'étais dans les feux de la rue. 

Elle allait au creux de la nuit 

peut-être amincir une étoile. 

Elle tourna, s’arrêta doucement 

au bord des lumières trop vives. 

J'étais dans les feux de la rue 

et je creusais l’ombre pour elle. 

A mes regards, présomptives abeilles 
pour un détail de jardin, 

ma voix disait: « Je serai seul 

si vous n'êtes pas attentifs ». 

Entre l’ombre et la lumière 

imprécise fut la ligne 

où elle vint se dédoubler, 

mi-souriante, mi-rêvée. 

Le léger poids de l’ombre 

inclinait son visage 

et j'avais peur que tout retombe dans la nuit. 
Elle appuyait ses mains petites et tendres 
à la jupe de l’infini, 

et sa voix, douceur éclutante, 
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Tant de jours, tant de nuits 
e furent notre alliance, os Fle 


tant de lumière dans tant d’ombres accourues, — A 
qu’il faut bien qu'indécise aussi soit la frontière ey 
où commence l'absence... 
- Amour lointain, amour qui doubles l'étendue, 
à quoi sert maintenant tout l’espace des mers, 
si ta voix, le silence et l’ombre de nos gestes Ke 


pleurent sur l’autre bord? 

Ombre, écluse sans fond, parabole du songe, 
de vous, un soir, naquit celle que j'aime. 

_ Vous n'êtes plus dans le soleil, 

ombre depuis complétement déserte! 

_ A l’approche de mes yeux, 

A couple d’animaux fidèles, 
__ ombre remettez-la sur la route perdue, “i 
arrachez-la aux secondes ténébres! 
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ANDRÉ PIEYRE DE MANDIARGUES 


LA COULEUR DU FROID 


Non pas le noir, car l’obscur est soie comme l’épouse 
dévêtue, et la grande nuit, qui rassemble tous les hommes 
sous un drapeau unique, est une mère prodigue de doux 
baumes, ni l’or du jour, car il participe du feu élémentaire, 
c’est le blanc qui est la couleur du froid. Sans doute (et 
par bonheur), le blanc n'existe pas, puisque jamais on 
ne l’a vu qu’entaché de gris, qui n’est autre que bleu, vert 
ou noir encore. Mais le peintre (idéal) que je songe, il lui 
suffirait, frisant du doigt un bouc candide, roulant un oeil 
rosé dans le triangle clair, d’une touche, la plus infime, de 
telle couleur idéalement pure, pour qu’à l’instant le froid 
absolu rayonne, destructeur de toute vie (que le peintre avait 
créée, selon les commentaires) sur un globe enfermé dans 
une gangue dure. + 


L’AT RE 


D’abord il y eut un vol d’oiseaux, qui étaient peut-être 
des hiboux blancs, mais leurs ailes s’étaient teintées quand 
ils avaient traversé le rayon qui signale aux pilotes la pierre 
du Suzerain. Un âtre était bâti sur une plage de peu, entre 
la glace et le granit. Trois jeunes filles, accroupie l’une, les 
autres debout, nourrissaient le feu pour que s’y consumát 
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‘entièrement le cadavre d’un petit bouc noir, et ce n’est pas 
sans amitié qu’elles protégeaient les flammes ou remuaient 
la cendre. 

Le nuit touchait au clair, l’air aiguisait le froid. L’on 
obtient une vision subtile, parfois, après que l’on a marché 
longtemps en hiver, et la lecture méditée des fragments d’Hé- 
raclite ouvre la porte à de singulières images. 


ENTRE DEUX EAUX 


En l’espace intérieur d’un oiselet, béjaune et duveteux, 
qui rompit hier la coque de son oeuf, se pourrait-il qu’il 
soit quelque pressentiment de la matière, comme embryon ou 
germe, qui annoncát ce merveilleux futur d’être cygne bien- 
tôt, ému par le soleil au détour de la rive? 

Mais Jeanne entre deux eaux pense que le lin est déjà 
tissé, sans doute, pour les draps où ses membres blancs seront 
pliés à la douceur sinueuse qui est le propre féminin. 


LE TEMPS DE GUERRE 


Au plus bas de l’hiver. Une fosse comblée de neige, sous 
des sapins brûlés, et le jour incendiait le vide dans un petit 
prisme bleu caporal, vestige de la troupe qui fut, car les 
gens de guerre, comme les monstres fabuleux, soufflent de la 
fumée par les narines avant de se laisser mourir. Un soldat 
noir, qui allait confier sa blessure à une fille penchée, dérou- 
lait avec un geste ancien la bande que le sang et le froid 
avaient raidie autour de son genou. Le givre des rameaux 
jetait un feu liquide au front de la vierge et sur les doigts 
de l’Africain, qui conta qu’une femme rouge ainsi que l’ar- 
gile, mais de grandeur tout inhumaine, empéchait que l’on 
remontät jusqu’à la source un fleuve qui charriait des pépites, 
dans son pays lointain. 

Il s’est dit beaucoup de secrets qu’il aurait fallu taire, 
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en ce temps-là, sous le voile blanc des secourables. Mais com- 


ment ne pas dire, quand le sol fait un bruit de tambour et 


que la croûte gelée sonne creux au passage des hommes et 


du fer? 


LE GRAND TÉATRE 


Tous les acteurs (et les actrices) ont fini le méme jour, 
sur un décret du kan qu’ils fussent, après etranglement, mo- 
mifiés à l’intérieur de leur propre effigie, de cire, peinte et 
vétue, pour garder aux générations futures l’image du drame 
et de la comédie tels que ce siècle les aima. Le grand théatre 
n'est plus ouvert qu’aux matins les plus froids de la saison, 
quand le mercure est d’un onglet de Chine au-dessous du 
zéro centigrade. Les maîtres ont respecté la salle, qui est tout 
ainsi que naguère, mais le toit fut aboli du côté de la scène, 
sans raison. Un air glacé, dès le lever du rideau, pénètre et 
tourbillonne. Aussi ne va-t-on qu’en pelisse, ganté de laine 
double, masqué de peau de chat, à l’orchestre ou au balcon, 
et les loges sont-elles à l’abandon, car l’habit noir et les 
épaules nues n’ont pas cessé d’y être de rigueur. L’on ne 
va plus au grand théâtre que pour voir tomber la neige dans 
le vide, sur fond de pourpre et d’or, et pour entendre le 
bruit de la neige qui bat doucement le velours. 


LE POINT VORAGE 


Des rues ont bruit. Que nul ne se perde en ces fougeraies 
froides, dures arantelles d’eau, gramens, mais, sur tout car- 
reau frappé par une nuit de gel, il est un point que l’on 
déterminera, pour le fuir. Celui-là, qu’un feu l’approche, il 
se change en clou d’or, et l’œil ne s’en détache plus; car il 
paraît équidistant du ciel et de l’enfer comme de toutes les 
extrémités qui furent jamais conçues par un esprit fragile. 
Rayonnant comme un éclat de squelette, comme la petite 
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langue qui brûle entre deux charbons de cornue, c’est le 
point rapace. Le cri de la rose qui fond, dans la tiedeur du 
jour, affranchira l’homme de son lien; si le soleil ne s’est 
trop fait attendre. 


CE TISSU TRANSPARENT 


Gisait une terre, sous un ciel noir, qui fut peut-etre son 
époux, si l’on veut donner figure de légende aux faits de neige 
et de pluie. Le vert pointu des seins crevait le blanc. Je sortis 
de la chambre froide pour chercher un caillou qui fût capa- 
bie de feu. Et je trouvai au creux d’une boule de silex, l’ayant 
par mégarde rompue, les cristaux les plus splendides que 
j'eusse jamais vus, embués pourtant — par quel nuage (oxy- 
de)? — d’un peu de flou, comme larme sur un bel oeil, ou, 
le coeur me hèle, ce tissu transparent sur l’épaule de Bona. 
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JEAN VAGNE 


MORAINES 


On a secoué les serrures de la grande neige. Le temps 
s’est rouvert. Les mains sont libres et les yeux sont plus clairs. 

Que disais-tu? Tu me parlais d’un amour, fils du lilas, 
dans les jardins d’enfance, d’une sœur dont les hivers ont 
capturé le regard et c’est pourquoi nous sommes aveugles. 

Mais je vois! On a rompu les serrures de la grande neige, 
détaché le grelot maigre de la bise, et, dans le jardin, les 
lilas font un doux feu végétal, une vague qui roule lente- 
ment vers d’éternelles bouches. 

Que disais-tu? La grande mer tubéreuse verdit sous le 
ciel pâle. Ce cri me brise la bouche, mais j'entends, tout au 
bout, le silence et la plainte des épis. 


Le temps redevient maniable à main d’homme. Il craque 
sous le vent comme une noisette pleine et rousse. Il brunit 
sur ton front, mon étoile s’y plante et les meules claires de 


A 


l’été. 


Nous humions en rêvant la liqueur mauve des bruyères, 
et nous disions: qui boira de cette mer, jusqu’au ciel tiendra 
le fil de la nuit bleue. 

Or l’eau des bois avait un goût de cendres, et l’on enten- 
dait, noire, la cognée à tous les vents de ce pays, et l’on en- 
tendait la neige longue sur les vignes fruitées. 
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Et nous tendions les mains pour nous chauffer au feu . 


dont nous étions blessés. 


Le trèfle noir du soleil, le donjon mort de ses hautes 
véprées, fabuleusement lancent la mer contre les obséquieux 
lambris de la ville et, sur le lit royal des mousses, tremble 
mon amour battu par la plane intensité du: soleil. Nos vergers 
sont fous de s'éclairer demain. 

Perles de neige oubliées dans le bois, collier de ruines, 
que vos écarts vont loin dans le plein jour qui vous refuse! 
Cette plaie que vous faites saigne désolément parmi la cendre 
et les éclairs. Et nos yeux émergent du soleil que vous étes 
la, pensives, comme des seins dans le lit nuptial attendent 
d’étre dévorés, dressés déja d’aimer la houle qui les frappe 
au creux des mains ardentes. 

Et moi, cet arbre, soudain, pour qui rien n’est perdu 


entre jour et nuit, sève et racine, si mon flanc saigne, l’été 


me creuse, le lierre obliquement me conduit à la mer où tout 
sera lié. Les hauts murs du soleil aiguisent ma liberté comme 
une faux. 


L’ombre nous jalouse. Pour la premiére fois, je regarde 
les büchers où rôde un fil déjà de fumée, une couronne 
d’ecume, l’œil épars d’un aigle. La montagne verdit à la 
chanson des pátres, et j'entends venir la fière écorce des 
eaux, et le dialogue humain qu’elles font à l'orage. 

Nos mains, nos mains ce soir, promises à de nouvelles 
seves! L’iris lustral éclaire en s’émouvant les soutes argileu- 
ses et le sabot des chevaux noirs a foulé vers la mer des co- 
raux d’herbe fraîche. 

A tous ceux que nous fûmes et qui dorment entre la 
pierre et l’eau, dans les fines lingeries du sommeil insécable, 
bonjour! Et bonjour aux amis qui tremblent de patience, ac- 
coudés aux frêles tables, aux sabirs de l’alcool! 

Ouvrez au vent de mai les grandes stalles de l’hiver, la 
roche rouge et l’eau dormeuse bataillent dans l’air vif. 
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Et la fraîcheur de l’herbe amenuise les prés, doucement, 
jusqu’à la mer entière. Nos chambres sont ouvertes à la voix 
claire des collines, nos chambres où le soleil fait lever sur 
la table la franchise du pain. 


Nous avons devancé le vert innocent, le bleu tout nu où 
ruchent les espaces, et nous sommes sur le seuil déjà. Nous 
sommes le feu et le nom, l’alliance et le couteau. Veillent 
nos mots pointus à ne pas déchirer le tendre voile des lèvres 
où songe le jasmin. Et parmi nous, comme un regard où s’ac- 
croissent les dieux, le lilas blanc, le perce-neige mémorable, 
toutes les provinces, laborieuses sybilles d’argile, dansent; la 
lourde terre ivre d’avoir longtemps saigné danse et luit or- 
gueilleusement. 


Ceux-là même qui ont dit au ciel noir: tu m'as pris, ex- 
plosent, dans leurs écailles, de saveurs et de traits. Allez et 
dénouez la glace obtuse des fontaines, et descellez le ramage 
des eaux. L’herbe du sacre longuement prophétise! 


Sur les chemins de pierre mürit le pas lent des bêtes 


tachetées, sur le royaume vide la couronne des bals et des 
fêtes meulières. 


Neiges! Sans chiffres ni figures! Vos puretés confondent 
; : : 
l’amour et ce qu’on aime, et ce qui meurt dans notre oeil 
d’avoir vécu sans voir. 

Et vous, mouvantes immobiles, éteintes sans parure, rou- 


lant vos épaisseurs, sous quelle aubaine ont fléchi vos cla- 
meurs? 


Nos femmes ont la robe de rubis, le peigne d’émeraude. 
Dans les étangs du malheur, elles vont, jusqu’à la terre sau- 
ves. Peut-être. elles vous aimaient, jeunes filles promises à 
nulle chair, gardiennes d’aucun, qui veillez des astres morts. 


Ténébreuses mémoires! Elles vous ont aimé de nier sous le 
ciel leur féconde chute. 


Neiges! Vous saviez que vos songes se perdent! 
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Nous avons tout refait contre un soleil absent, tiré sur 
les pentes les bois morts de l’automne, brûlé ce qui brûle 
et semé ce qui lève. Pesé le vin et compté les nichées. Haussé 


le feu et marqué les troupeaux. Dressé la roue et creusé les. 


canaux. Nos yeux se sont ouverts aux vagues des oiseaux 


dans les détroits obscurs de Janvier, chasseur d’ombres fu- 


tures. 


Mémoire enfin d’une pomme qui hante notre ciel, et 
d’une femme en fleur pour la porter jusqu’au bout de notre 
âge dans les enlacements de la mer, notre part d’un langage 
fidèle à mesure que défait, — mémoire, tes chants mortels 
emplissent l’air de rameaux et de sèves. 

‘ Les soleils ont couru. Nos nuits — griffées de quelles 
ronces? — liées au sol ainsi qu’une arche noire, un bruit de 
cascade les éveille. 

Et Celle qui s’obstine prête l'oreille au bord énorme 
des tombeaux, au bord inaccessible des fontaines. Tout le 
haut pays foisonne dans ses yeux où tournent lentement les 
oiseaux. Et, mer à mer, elle avance aux lieux interdits qui 
lui ressemblent et qui vivent. 
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DANIEL GRUNBERG. 


Daniel aimait la rue d’Hauteville. Dès qu’il tournait le 
coin du boulevard Poissonnière, il lui semblait se retrouver 
chez lui. Dans la pluie fine qui rendait les lumières plus bril- 
lantes, il marchait lentement, tenant son cartable à deux 
mains: il y avait eu composition de version latine et le poids 
du Quicherat lui faisait mal à la nuque. La rue était encom- 
brée. Des camionnettes chargeaient ou déchargeaient des mar- 
chandises. Au fond de chaque cour, derrière des vitres ter- 
nies, on voyait des fourrures suspendues ou des piles d’étoffe 
sur des comptoirs. Daniel se sentait plus calme. Cet après- 
midi, en sortant de classe, Aulaire l’avait traité de sale juif. 
Ils s’etaient battus et sa lèvre gonflée, qu’il léchait sans cesse, 
gardait le goût du sang qu'il avait senti couler dans sa bou- 
che. Il avait eu le dessus, comme chaque fois qu’il se bat- 
tait avec Aulaire, mais il n’en était pas heureux. Il sentait 
que les coups ne changeaient rien. Ses jambes étaient encore 
tremblantes et il éprouvait, au creux de l’estomac, une vague 
crispation, comme lorsque, petit encore, il avait trop long- 
temps pleuré. C’est pour cela qu’il aimait à se retrouver rue 
d’Hauteville. Il s’y sentait protégé, parmi les siens. Grunberg, 
c'était un nom qui n’y étonnait personne: Daniel Grunberg. 
On aurait pu le lire, en lettres de porcelaine blanche sur la 
vitre du coiffeur, ou, doré sur fond noir à l’une des plaques 
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DANIEL GRUNBERG 


dont s’encadrait chaque porte. Daniel remontait lentement 
la rue, passant d’un trottoir à l’autre, flanant devant les éta- 
lages qu’il regardait à peine, prenant plaisir à l’animation 
qui l’entourait. Arrivé près de chez lui, il se mit à marcher 
plus vite, puis monta l’escalier en courant. 


Sa mère lui ouvrit la porte et l’embrassa. Il n’aurait 


pas aimé qu’elle vit que sa lèvre était gonflée. Il avait remis 
de l’ordre dans ses habits et soigneusement enroulé son 
cache-nez autour de sen cou. Bien entendu, si elle venait à 
découvrir quelque chose et qu’il soit obligé de lui dire qu'il 
s’était battu, il lui faudrait encore une fois mentir. Il ne 
pourrait lui avouer ce qui s'était passé, car il en éprouvait 
une sorte de honte. Mais elle parut ne rien remarquer et 
Daniel sentit s’évanouir le vague chagrin, la crispation dou- 
loureuse dont il souffrait encore à l’instant de sonner à la 
porte. Au contraire, il fut pris d’une d’excitation heureuse 
et, assis sur une chaise de l’antichambre, tandis qu’il se dé- 
chaussait et que sa mère allait lui chercher ses pantoufles, 
il ne cessa de parler: il avait bien réussi sa composition de 
version et Marcel avait promis de l’accompagner dimanche 
à Pasdeloup. Il faisait chaud et doux dans l’appartement. 
Le tapis rouge de l’antichambre était agréable aux pieds et, 
ses chaussures à la main, son cartable trop lourd sous le bras, 
Daniel s’en alla dans sa chambre. Sur la table était posée une 
assiette de tartines, une tasse de the. Le feu brülait dans la 
cheminée. 

« Tu as beaucoup à faire aujourd’hui? » lui demanda sa 
mère. « Non, pas grand chose ». Son devoir de français était 
écrit au brouillon. La préparation latine était facile. Quelques 
leçons à apprendre. Autant dire rien. 

« Tant mieux, parce que les Lehman viennent dîner avec 
Myriam. Tu pourras passer la soirée avec nous. Ne mange 
donc pas si vite... ». 

Madame Grunberg enleva l’assiette et la tasse. Daniel 
ouvrit ses livres et ses cahiers. Sa mère revint et s’assit dans 
le fauteuil, de l’autre côté de la table. Elle pencha la tête 
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au dessus de son ouvrage. Quand il commença d’entendre le 
bruit des aiguilles, Daniel se sentit parfaitement heureux. 

Mais Simone Grunberg, elle, n’était pas heureuse. Elle 
jetait parfois vers Daniel un coup d’oeil attentif. Dès qu'il 
était entre, elle avait vu sa lèvre gonflée, la päleur qui entou- 
rait sa bouche, l’inquiétude aussi et, une sorte d’égarement 
qui se lisaient sur son visage. Elle avait pris garde de ne rien 
laisser voir de son propre trouble, sachant combien il était 
inutile de parler à Daniel des coups qui le marquaient par- 
fois. Ses réticences et sa gêne à de telles questions, il n’était 
pas difficile d’en connaître les causes: une fois de plus, il 
avait été injurié. Un soupir qu’elle ne put retenir fit lever 
les yeux du garçon. Elle lui sourit, sachant que son propre 
visage était demeuré calme et qu’il n’y paraissait rien de sa 
tristesse. Daniel lui rendit son sourire. Le sien était un peu 
tordu par cette lèvre abîmée. Mais Daniel avait retrouvé ses 
couleurs et Simone l’admira de pouvoir si vite oublier. Après 
qu'il eut repris sa plume, elle resta encore quelques instants 
à le regarder. Elle éprouvait pour lui plus de reconnaissance 
encore que d’orgueil, car il était bien cet enfant qui comble- 
rait non seulement ses voeux, mais tous ceux qu’avaient for- 
més pour leur fils les générations qui l’avaient précédée. 

Lorsqu’elle entendit un bruit de clé dans la serrure, Si- 
mone se leva, enveloppa son ouvrage dans une serviette. Dans 
l’antichambre, Georges Grunberg aidait son père à ôter son 
pardessus. Simone embrassa les deux hommes et accompagna 
Georges dans leur chambre, tandis que le vieux Salomon al- 
lait s’asseoir dans la salle à manger, devant la cheminée où 
brùlait un feu de boulets. 

« Daniel s’est encore battu aujourd’hui, dit Simone lors- 
qu’elle fut seule avec son mari. Celui-ci la regarda avec ennui. 

« Tu ne lui as rien demandé, j'espère? ». 

« Non. Mais nous devrions faire quelque chose ». 

« Qu'est-ce que tu veux que nous fassions? ». 

« Daniel est malheureux... ». 

« Certainement. Mais il le serait encore plus si nous lui 
en parlions. Rien de pareil ne doit entrer ici ». 
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«Il doit penser que cela nous est égal ». 

« S’il voulait nous en parler, il le ferait bien ». 

«Je voudrais pouvoir l’aider. Penser qu'il est si petit 
et qu'il supporte déjà tout cela! ». 

« Tu peux l’aider à l’oublier ». 


Simone s’assit sur le lit, les mains croisées entre ses ge- 
noux. Georges, dans la salle de bain, se changeait et se lavait 
les mains. Après quelques minutes, il revint près de sa femme. 


« Tu n’as rien à faire? » demanda-t-il. 


Simone quitta la chambre et se rendit à la cuisine. En 
traversant le vestibule, elle apergut son beau-père assis près 
du feu, le tisonnier à la main. La voix de Daniel s’élevait, 
claire et juste, comme s’il eut chanté. Mais il ne chantait pas: 
comme chaque soir, Daniel assis sur un tabouret, lisait à 
Salomon quelques pages de l’Apologie de Socrate. Et le vieux 
hochait la tête en écoutant des phrases qu’il devait savoir par 
coeur. 


C’etait une vieille histoire que celle de cette lecture quo- 
tidienne de l’Apologie. Elle remontait à la jeunesse de Geor- 
ges. Il faut dire que Salomon ne savait pas lire. Soixante ans 
auparavent, il avait quitté son village de Pologne, après avoir 
abattu un soldat qui l’avait injurié. Il avait pu passer la 
frontière et il était venu se réfugier à Paris. Il n’était alors 
âgé que de quinze ans, ne parlait que le yiddish et ne savait 
ni lire ni écrire. Il avait su pourtant gagner sa vie. Son petit 
magasin de fourrures avait prospéré. Il s’etait marié et Geor- 
ges était né. Lorsque l’enfant fut en âge d’aller à l’école, 
Salomon l’y envoya, en dépit de certains de ses amis qui 
craignaient pour leurs enfants l’enseignement des gentils. Et 
lorsque Georges sut lire, chaque soir il vint s’asseoir sur un 
tabouret pour faire la lecture à son père, soit d’un de ses 
livres de classe, soit d’un roman ou d’un livre d’histoire. Un 
jour — Georges devait être alors âgé de seize ou dix-sept 
ans — le texte choisi fut l’Apologie de Socrate. Contrairement 
à son habitude, Salomon n’interrompit ni ne conclut cette 
lecture par aucun commentaire. Et quand Georges l’eut ter- 
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minée, Salomon resta quelques minutes silencieux, puis il dit 
seulement : 

« Ce n’est plus la peine de chercher un autre livre. Main- 
tenant tu me liras toujours celui-là ». 

Jamais il n’avait voulu en dire plus long. Simplement, 
depuis près de vingt-cinq ans, on lui lisait chaque soir quel- 
ques pages de l’Apologie. Georges en avait été chargé jusqu’à 
son mariage, puis Simone. Et maintenant, Daniel était assez 
grand pour assumer cette charge à son tour. Et s’il arrivait 
à l’enfant de se tromper, Salomon le reprenait aussitôt. De- 
puis longtemps il savait le texte par coeur, mais désirait pour- 
tant l’entendre tous les jours. Jamais il ne se livrait à aucun 
commentaire, jamais il n’avait exprimé à ce sujet un senti- 
ment ou un jugement. Et quand il arrêtait Daniel, tandis 
que celui-ci allait remettre le livre en place, Salomon restait 
silencieux, son tisonnier à la main, hochant seulement la 
tête avec une sorte de sourire. 

Pour Daniel, cette lecture, bien que désormais habituel- 
le, demeurait pleine d’étrangeté. Il lui semblait que tout y 
était clair et pourtant il éprouvait parfois comme un soudain 
vertige. Mais demander une explication à Salomon eût été 
inutile; Daniel savait que son grand-père gardait un silence 
têtu à ce sujet, comme s’il eût craint, en acceptant d’en par- 
ler, d’être obligé de dévoiler un jour les origines d’une habi- 
tude, les raisons d’un choix qu'il entendait garder secrètes 
par modestie, par pudeur et peut-être aussi par respect. Mais, 
quelque obscure qu’elle lui parût souvent, ou plutôt dérou- 
tante, la lecture du soir était aussi, pour Daniel, une habi- 
tude à laquelle il était attaché. Cette demi-heure passée près 
de son grand-père, dans la salle à manger où personne n’osait 
entrer pendant ce temps, il la sentait nourrie de chaleur, 
d'affection réciproque ouvertement témoignée, curieusement 
consacrée aussi à une sorte de rite dont il sentait vaguement 
qu'il n’avait pour objet que sa propre célébration. Lorsque 
Daniel était souffrant, mais que la fièvre ne l’agitait pas trop, 
Salomon arrivait à l’heure habituelle en apportant son livre. 
Chacun sortait alors de la chambre tandis que le vieillard 
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s’asseyait au bord du lit pour que Daniel n’eut pas à se 
fatiguer en élevant la voix, 

Ce soir là, Salomon écouta Daniel pendant une demi- 
heure. Puis il se leva et rejoignit son fils au salon. Daniel 
rangea le livre. Dans chaque pièce, un feu était allumé. Les 
tapis, les meubles foncés, les vieux portraits au mur et, as- 
sourdis les bruits de la rue à travers les persiennes, les fené- 
tres closes et les rideaux détachés de leurs embrasses, tout 
concourait à lui donner un sentiment de sécurité, plus encore 
que de confort, qui aurait dû lui faire oublier Aulaire et ses 
injures. Mais une telle douceur n’était pas sans mélancolie. 
Ce monde fermé et str, il faudrait l’abandonner le lende- 
main. Aussi, quoique n’imaginant pas avec précision combien 
son bonheur était fragile, ne pouvait-il l’éprouver sans ap- 
préhension. 

Chaque soir, quand, avant le dîner, le silence se faisait 
dans l’appartement — son père lisait le journal au salon, son 
grand-père y demeurait sans rien dire, et Simone était à la 
cuisine — Daniel allait dans l’antichambre, au coeur de la 
maison, au coeur de ce silence, pour écouter le tic-tac de 
Vhorloge au pied de laquelle reposait le Temps, étendu sur 
un fond de velours rouge, sa faux de bronze doré à la main. 
Il y avait là, une vieille banquette couverte de peluche, avec 
des franges qui tombaient jusqu’au tapis. Daniel s’y étendait, 
les yeux à peine atteints par la lumière de la vieille lampe 
de cuivre où six faibles ampoules remplaçaient les mêches 
dont s'étaient éclairés les arrières grands-parents de sa mère. 
Le plus souvent, à cette heure — mais ce ne serait pas ainsi 
ce soir puisqu'ils attendaient du monde — son père se mettait 
au piano et Simone venait l’y rejoindre. C’était là, dans l’an- 
tichambre, seul dans la pénombre, que Daniel aimait enten- 
dre la musique. Lorsque surgissaient les premières notes de la 
Passacaille ou du choral « Jesu, meine Freunde », Daniel sa- 
vait que son père les jouait à son intention. Il inclinait alors 
la tête et la posait sur l’accoudoir de la banquette, dans 
l'odeur de la poussière, de l’encaustique et du vieux bois. 
Peut-être ne se serait-il pas laissé aller à son émotion avec 
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tant de plaisir, s’il n’avait su que ses parents n’en ignoraient 


rien. Sans doute, cette émotion était-elle sincère, mais moins 
savoureuse encore que le plaisir d'en être envahi, moins dou-, 
ce que la fierté, que l’orgueil de s’y sentir accessible. il se 
souvenait du ton qu’avait eu sa mère pour dire un jour à Sa- 
lomon: « Si vous saviez ce que Daniel aime la musique! Je 
l’ai vu en pleurer... ». 

« J’aime la musique jusqu’à en pleurer » se disait-il, avec 
le sentiment qu’il se distinguait en cela de ceux qui l’entou- 
raient. Non seulement de sa famille, mais plus encore de ses 
camarades qu’ainsi il pouvait se plaire à juger grossiers. Aussi 
avait-il été étonné de rencontrer un jour au concert un de 
ses camarades de classe, Marcel Dufort, pour qui, il avait 
conçu une grande estime et dont il avait décidé, à la suite 
de cette rencontre, de faire son ami. Pourtant, Marcel, s’il 
aimait la musique, n’acceptait guère d’en parler et toutes 
les tentatives de Daniel, pour obtenir qu'il lui expliquät ses 
goûts et ses préférences, s’étaient heurtées à des réponses 
évasives et ironiques, tandis qu’il n’aimait rien tant, lui-même, 
que décrire ses impressions avec des mots dont il s’enchan- 
tait. Il se souvint qu'il s’était battu avec Aulaire à la suite 
d’une conversation de ce genre. Qu’Aulaire l’eût interrompu 
pour se moquer de lui, tandis qu'il disait à Marcel que sa 
mère lui avait chanté les « Amours et la vie d’une femme », 
n’était pas si inquiétant que l'incompréhensible attitude de 
son ami. Tandis qu'il lui parlait, en effet, et avant qu’Au- 
laire ne s’en mêlât, Marcel avait paru gêné, honteux et pres- 
que dégoûté. Il l’avait quitté tout de suite, quand Aulaire 
était arrivé, comme s’il eût été soulagé de voir Daniel in- 
terrompu. 

Ce soir, assis dans l’antichambre, sur la vieille banquet- 
te, Daniel n’entendait que la conversation de son père et de 
son grand-père qui discutaient sans doute du prix des four- 
rures, des difficultés du commerce ou de la situation politique. 
Derrière la porte de la cuisine, Simone parlait avec Mar- 
guerite, la bonne, en remuant les casseroles et les plats. De 
bonnes odeurs venaient de là. Comme tout, pourtant lui sem- 
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blait triste! Ce n’était pas que quelque chose le blessàt ou 
lui parût hostile à cet instant. Mais cette soirée méme, la 
visite de Myriam, dont il se réjouissait, allaient passer rapi- 
dement. Le lendemain matin, il lui faudrait retourner au 
lycée, se défendre contre les injures d’Aulaire, subir l’ironie 
ou l’incompréhension de Marcel. L’horloge sonna la demie 
de sept heures avec un timbre grave qui résonna longtemps. 
Daniel chaque fois qu’il l’entendait, jouait à l’écouter jusqu’à 
sa dernière vibration. Mais cette fois encore, il ne parvint pas 
à distinguer l’instant où, le son disparu, c’en était une sorte 
de souvenir qu’il écoutait se prolonger en lui. 

Simone sortit de la cuisine. 

« Allons, Daniel, qu'est-ce que tu fais la? Va donc au 
salon ». Mais c’était précisément ce que Daniel ne voulait pas 
faire. Quand il lui lisait l’Apologie, il se sentait proche de 
son grand-père. Quand son père, au piano, jouait la Passa- 
caille ou un choral de Bach, il lui pardonnait ses cheveux 
roux, ses larges oreilles, ses mains trop fortes et trop grasses, 
ou plutôt il les oubliait. Mais quand les deux hommes, assis 
l’un en face de l’autre, parlaient de leurs affaires avec une 
sorte de gaîté sérieuse, Daniel se demandait parfois s’il ne 
les haïssait pas. 

Non, il n’avait pas envie de les rejoindre au salon. Il se 
sentait d’autant plus à son aise dans cet isolement qu’un léger 
trouble commençait à l’envahir, dont il connaissait bien le 
motif. Etait-ce de la gêne, de l’impatience? Assurément, ce 
n’était pas du remords ou du regret. Peut-être de l’inquiè- 
tude? En ce cas, celle qu’avait provoquée un risque qu'il 
souhaitait courir encore ce soir. Il faudrait à nouveau faire 
attention de n’être pas découverts. Et peut-être Myriam, pré- 
venue aujourd’hui et attentive, ne se laisserait-elle plus sur- 
prendre. Près d’elle, il était un enfant, bien qu’elle ne fat 
que de deux ans son aînée, et quelque plaisir qu’il eût trouvé 
avec elle, il lui en voulait pourtant de cette sorte de comédie 
qu’il l’avait senti jouer. Car elle s’était comportée comme 
s’il avait été un homme, comme si elle avait été troublée par 
ses caresses, comme si elle l’avait aimé. Et le souvenir qu'il 
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gardait de ces instants n’avait rien de vainqueur: c'était lui 
qui avait tremblé, qui s’était senti rougir. Ou plutôt ils avaient 
rougi tous deux, mais pour Myriam par plaisir et par agita- 
tion, pour lui par pudeur. 

Le coup de sonnette de la porte d’entrée, en même temps 
qu’il le tira de sa rêverie lui en rendit l’objet plus proche. 
Il s’enfuit dans sa chambre pour cacher son trouble. Il en- 
tendit sa mère qui accueillait les Lehman. Des rires, des bon- 
soir, toute une agitation qui lui parut artificielle et insup- 
portable. Puis ce qu'il craignait arriva, et cela ne pouvait 
manquer. 

« Daniel! Où es-tu donc? ». 

Il ne répondit pas mais, sachant qu’on viendrait le cher- 
cher, se mit devant la glace pour arranger son col et se don- 
ner ainsi une contenance. 

« Alors Daniel, tu boudes? ». 

Myriam était entrée doucement et refermait la porte der- 
rière elle. Il sentit ses joues devenir brülantes tandis que la 
jeune fille le regardait en souriant. Quel sourire, pensait Da- 
niel, quel éclat! Comme elle est brillante, comme sa bouche 
est fraiche... 

« Viens, allons, viens... ». 

Myriam lui prit la main et l’entraîna vers la porte. Mais 
avant de l’ouvrir elle se pencha vers lui et posa sa bouche 
sur la sienne, un instant seulement, juste assez pour qu'il 
sentît la douceur de ses lèvres mouillées. 


Il fallait toujours quelques instants pour s’habituer à M. 
Lehman. Surtout lorsqu'il mangeait. Et derrière ses lunettes 
d’acier qui reposaient sur un tronçon de nez, quelque chose 
dans son regard montrait qu'il le savait aussi. Le mouve- 
ment du mastiquateur qui, dans son assiette, réduisait les 
aliments en bouillie, le geste de la petite cuillère ouvrant 
un orifice caché dans la barbe pour que l’autre pùt s’y glis- 
ser, tout cela, Daniel avait l’habitude de le voir. Mais il n’en 


avait pas toujours été ainsi. Il ne pouvait oublier le premier 
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jour qu’il l’avait vu. C’était tout de suite après la guerre et 
il ne devait pas avoir plus de six ou sept ans. Germaine 
Lehman était venue le chercher pour l’emmener déjeuner 
chez elle, dans le petit appartement qu’elle habitait, depuis 
| leur retour à Paris, derrière l’Odéon. Est-ce qu’on l’avait 
prévenu de ce qui l’attendait? L’eùt-on fait, qu’aucune pa- 
role ne pouvait exprimer le spectacle qu’il eut soudain de- 
vant les yeux: cet homme, s’asseyant en face de lui, enle- 
| vant la compresse blanche qui, attachée derrière les oreilles, 
cachait ce qui lui restait de visage et offrant à son regard 
une chair monstrueuse, couturée, où rien ne ressemblait plus 
à un nez, à une bouche, mais où une mâchoire inférieure 
intacte portait ses deux incisives loin en avant d’une face 
dévastée. L’angoisse qui lui avait serré le coeur, si puissante, 
si meurtrière qu’elle avait tari ses larmes, éteint sa voix et 
rendu ses mains inertes, il en retrouvait le souvenir chaque 
fois qu'il s’asseyait à table en face de Pierre Lehman. Pour- 
tant, depuis lors, des greffes avaient planté sur ce visage, qui 
. n'avait plus d’un visage que les yeux et le front, une sorte 
de buisson de barbe qui en cachait les coutures, les ressauts, 
en obscurcissait encore les orifices, et d’où sortait des mots 
sans consonnes. Daniel n’avait pas connu Pierre Lehman avant 
sa blessure, mais il avait vu des photos de lui. Qu’y avait-il 
de commun entre ce jeune officier à la bouche molle et un 
peu sensuelle dans un visage trop joli et l’être sans âge, sans 
autre expression que cette grimace figée pour toujours, en 
quoi un éclat d’obus l’avait changé? Depuis sept ou huit 
ans, les Lehman venaient dîner une fois par semaine et Daniel 
allait souvent chez eux. Il n’était plus effrayé, mais une af- 
freuse gêne, une timidité coupable lui faisaient chaque fois 
tourner la tête et baisser les yeux, afin peut-être qu’on ne 
pat y voir l’horreur dont il n’était pas sûr qu’elle ne s’y 
lisait pas. En même temps, il éprouvait une sorte de satisfac- 
tion orgueilleuse à savoir, que cet homme était un des plus 
grand mutilés de la guerre, comme en témoignait la rosette 
rouge sur un ruban d’argent qu'il portait à la boutonnière. 
Orgueil, timidité, crainte et gêne, aucun de ces sentiments 


99 


ioe M put vn ENTIRE PECE ? POP PET o e O Al DCE I PRE SIAT | 
1 Id N } \ ; os 5 a? Spay J o) er LE 0 
‘ a N Y a i y \ Di 


JEAN BLOCH-MICHEL 


ne conduisait plus loin que lui-même. Et, pour Daniel, une 
chose était sûre, c’est qu'il n’aimait pas, qu'il ne trouvait 


pas sur son visage les expressions que la plus extrême laideur ' 
peut néanmoins refléter et qu'aucune émotion, si violente | 


fút-elle, ne lui permettrait jamais d’exprimer, sinon peut- 
être par ces yeux toujours mouillés de larmes, mais où Pon. 


pouvait discerner parfois comme la lueur d’un sourire. 

Si Myriam n'avait pas été assise à son côté, cette soirée 
n’eût été pour lui que gènante. Non que la présence de la 
jeune fille le mît à son aise, au contraire, mais du moins 
savait-il pourquoi le sourire de son amie l’intimidait. En 
revanche, s’il se plaisait, quand ils se trouvaient seuls en- 
semble, à la compagnie de sa mère, à celle de son grand-père 


quand il lui lisait l’Apologie, et même à celle de son père. 


quand il se mettait au piano, il avait l’impression de ne plus 
les reconnaître dès que les uns et les autres se paraient d’une 
amabilité de commande et qui lui semblait factice. Comment 
se faisait-il qu’ils fussent incapables de rester naturels? Cha- 
cun d’eux jouait un rôle et participait à la comédie que 
l’autre exécutait. Une sorte de complicité mensongère s’eta- 
blissait entre ces gens qu’alors Daniel se mettait à haïr et à 
mépriser. Leur intonation, leur rire n’avaient rien de spon- 
tané. Le plus désespérant, c’était de souffrir seul de cette 
hypocrisie, car Myriam elle-même parlait avec la voix qu’on 
attendait sans doute d’elle, c’est-à-dire avec une fausse jeu- 
nesse, une gaité de commande, une ingénuité conventionnelle 
qui ravissait ses interlocuteurs et faisait monter aux joues de 


Daniel une rougeur brûlante. Jamais, avant ce soir, il n’avait 


été si gêné d’attitudes qui auraient dû lui être familières, car 
il ne pouvait croire qu’elles fussent nouvelles. Parfois sa mére 
le regardait en souriant, avec un haussement de sourcils in- 
terrogatif, comme si elle se fût étonnée de comprendre sa 
gêne et qu’elle l’eût en même temps blàmé de la laisser si 
clairement apparaître. 


« Daniel est bien silencieux », dit soudain Germaine 
Lehman en le regardant. 
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Il y eut un instant de gêne, troublé seulement par un 


| petit rire de Myriam, qui parut odieux à Daniel. 


> 2 9 . x 
« u as ‘er u ’a ’angue? » demanda Pierre Lehman, et 


une ombre de sourire parut dans ses yeux mouillés. Puis il 
| posa ses deux cuillères, remonta ses lunettes sur son front et 


essuya les larmes qui coulaient dans sa barbe. 

Simone souriait en regardant son fils. 

«Je ne sais pas ce qu’il a», dit-elle. «Je crois qu’il 
“devient stupide. Vous savez, c'est 1% âge ingrat. J’espérais que 


| mon petit garçon ne serait pas aussi bête que les autres ». 


« L’âge ingrat! » s’exclama Georges. « Fichtre! Je vou- 


drais bien y être encore et savoir ce que je sais. Ma petite 


Myriam, tu n’aurais qu’à bien te tenir! ». 
« Pourquoi donc? » demanda Myriam, dont le visage re- 


| vêtit soudain une expression de pureté angelique. 


« Ca va. Tu n’as pas besoin de comprendre. Moi, je me 
comprends. Votre fille devient ravissante », dit-il en se pen- 
chant vers Germaine, assez bas pour que cette phrase eût 
l’air d’une confidence, pas assez pour que Myriam ne l’en- 
tendit pas. Myriam pencha la tête et Daniel vit au coin de 
ses lèvres un sourire qui le rassura. Est’ce qu’elle se moquait 


i d’eux? 


« Laissez donc ces enfants tranquilles », dit Salomon. 

Daniel regarda son grand-père. Il était vraiment laid, 
avec son grand nez, sa barbe rare et les rides profondes qui 
entouraient sa bouche. Mais sur cette figure, Daniel ne vit 
rien qui ne fàt naturel. Leurs regards se croisèrent et Salomon 
ne lui sourit pas. Simplement, il posa un instant sur lui ses 
yeux calmes puis se remit à manger. Cette fois-ci, c’est Myriam 
qui avait rougi, tandis que Daniel sentait un mouvement de 
tendresse le porter vers son grand-père. 

« Mais, Père », disait Simone, « je ne vois vraiment pas 
pourquoi vous prenez la défense de ces enfants. Je ne crois 
pas qu’on puisse nous reprocher de les martyriser! Regardez- 
les: ont-ils l’air si malheureux? ». 

« Pauvres petits! » dit Georges, avec une émotion feinte. 

Salomon leva de nouveau la tête. 
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«Si j'ai un conseil à vous donner, vous laisserez ces 
enfants tranquilles ». | 

« Enfin, Monsieur Grunberg », s'écria Germaine, « expli- 
quez-vous! On croirait que vous parlez sérieusement! ». 

Salomon regarda Germaine. Elle souriait, mais la colère 
allumait ses yeux et ses joues. « Encore un instant, pensa Da- 
niel, elle va se mettre à crier et son chignon va se dénouer, 
comme chaque fois qu’elle parle de quelque chose qui l’in- 
téresse vraiment ». { 

« Bien entendu », dit Salomon, « je parle sérieusement ». , 

« Allons », dit Simone pour interrompre une conversa- 
tion qui semblait devoir mal tourner, « vous n’allez pas vous 
disputer encore une fois. Germaine, je me demande si tu 
n’aimes pas ça. Tu vois bien que Père le fait exprès pour te 
mettre en colère ». 

« Moi », dit Salomon avec une calme obstination, « je 
vous dis de laisser ces enfants tranquilles. D’ailleurs ils vous 
meprisent... ». 

« Nous mépriser! Ca, c’est trop fort! » cria Germaine, 
et sa voix atteignit les limites de l’aigu. 

Simone apaisa son amie et la conversation reprit le ton 
qu’elle avait un instant perdu, par la faute du grand-Pere. 
Celui-ci retourna à son silence. Daniel risqua un regard vers 
sa voisine. Elle le regardait aussi, avec une si évidente com- 
plicité qu’il en fut rassuré. Sous la table, et de façon que per- 
sonne ne le vît, elle lui tendit la main. Il la prit pour la serrer 
dans la sienne, mais Myriam, d’un doigt resté libre lui ca- 
ressa le poignet. Il làcha la main de la jeune fille. Mainte- 
nant, ils pouvaient dire ce qu’ils voulaient: il ne se sentait 
plus seul. Et il jeta sur les convives un regard qu’il voulut 
dédaigneux, jusqu’à ce que ses yeux eussent rencontré ceux 
de Salomon. Le vieil homme le regardait d’un air moqueur. 
Rien ne lui échappait. 

Le repas s’acheva comme il avait commencé. Germaine 
Lehman, qui était gourmande, se récriait d’admiration sur 
ce qu’on lui servait, Les larges oreilles de Georges Grunberg 
rougissaient. Tout le monde parlait à la fois, sauf les deux 
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enfants. Sauf aussi Salomon, dont la longue figure était restée 
de la même päleur un peu jaune et qui, les deux mains po- 
sées à plat sur la table, portait tantôt sur l’un, tantôt sur 
l’autre, le regard calme de ses yeux gris. La fin du repas aigui- 
sait l’impatience de Daniel et ranimait son tourment. Faudrait- 
il passer la soirée à écouter de telles futilités, ou les discus- 
sions politiques de son père et de Monsieur Lehman? Ou bien 
pourrait-il, se retrouver seul un instant, comme l’autre jour, 
avec Myriam? Le baiser qu’elle lui avait donné, était-ce pour 
lui signifier qu'il fallait en rester là? Etait-ce au contraire 
le signe d’une impatience qu’elle éprouvait aussi? Daniel ne 
pouvait plus avaler, la gorge soudain serrée, la bouche sèche. 
Et il souffrait de voir Myriam manger son entremet avec gour- 
mandise. Dans un grand bruit de chaises, tous se levèrent de 
table. Simone s’arrêta un instant devant son fils et Myriam. 

« Puisque nous vous ennuyons, va donc bavarder dans ta 
chambre avec Myriam. Vous nous rejoindrez tout à l’heure ». 

En même temps qu’un bonheur brusque, Daniel éprouva | 
quelque embarras à voir sa mère, sans en soupçonner la na- 
ture, jouer un tel rôle. Mais il n’eut pas le temps de répon- 
dre: en passant près de lui, Salomon lui donna une tape sèche 
et dure sur la tête. Il évitait de regarder Myriam, tandis qu’il 
ouvrit la porte de sa chambre. Il alluma la lampe et la rejoi- 
gnit sur le divan où elle s’était assise. Comme à l’instant où 
elle était venue le chercher avant le dîner, Daniel fut trans- 
porté par son éclat, sa beauté. Qu’elle fut si proche de lui, 
et accessible comme l’indiquait son sourire, le ravissait. D’elle 
même, et sans qu'il fit un geste, elle s’approcha de lui et 
posa la tête sur son épaule. Daniel caressa ses cheveux, sa 
joue, son cou et lorsqu'il lui renversa la tête sur son bras, 
elle ferma les yeux. Mais, toute paix l’avait quitté. Ses mains 
tremblaient, ses gestes devenaient presque brutaux. De nou- 
veau, une sorte de chaleur apaisante l’envahit lorsqu'il sentit 
dans sa main le poids et la douceur du sein de Myriam. Pres- 
que aussitôt, en dépit de ses efforts, elle s’arracha de ses 
bras, se leva et, devant la glace, remit de l’ordre dans ses 
cheveux et ferma sa blouse. Daniel la regardait, du divan où 
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il était resté étendu, souffrant d’une solitude soudaine que 
l'éloignement d'un corps lui infligeait pour la premiere fois. 

« Myriam... ». 

« Non, c’est fini ». 

Il se leva et s’approcha d’elle pour la reprendre dans ses 
bras. Elle était plus grande que lui. C’était une femme. Il 
savait bien qu'il n’était, à ce moment, qu’un petit garçon. 
Elle saisit la main qu’il tendait vers elle et la serra entre les 
siennes, en lui souriant. Puis, comme elle l’avait fait quelques 
heures auparavent, se penchant vers son visage, elle mit un 
baiser rapide sur sa bouche et l’entraîna vers la porte. Daniel 
se dégagea et la laissa partir seule. 

Quand à son tour, il entra dans le salon, il s’attendait. 
que chacun lat dans ses yeux le trouble dont il n'était pas 
remis et comprit, en même temps, ce qui se passait en lui. 
Mais personne ne parut le voir, pas même Salomon qui, assis 
à sa place habituelle secouait les buches dans la cheminée, 

de la pointe de son tisonnier, pour en faire jaillir des étin- 
celles. Myriam près de sa mère, sur le canapé où se tenait 
également Simone. Georges et Pierre Lehman parlaient, de 
leurs affaires sans doute. Mais Daniel ne les écouta point. Il. 
vint s’accouder à la chaise de son grand-père et regarda le 
feu, comme faisait le vieil homme. Sans se retourner, Salo- 
mon se mit à lui parler, si bas que personne d’autre ne pou- 
vait l’entendre. 

« Alors, Daniel. Au moins, es-tu heureux? ». 

Quel que fût le sens d’une pareille question, autant ré- 
pondre sans mentir. 

« Non, Grand Père ». 


Daniel attendit ensuite que Salomon poursuivit cet entre- 
tien, mais il n’avait sans doute rien de plus à dire, car il 
continuait à regarder le feu, en silence. 


« Allons », s’écria Germaine. « N’oublions pas que ces 
enfants se lèvent de bonne heure ». 


« Oh! vous n’allez pas partir tout de suite? ». 


« Ma petite, je vois les yeux de Myriam qui commencent 


104 


> DANIEL GRUNBERG 


à papilloter. Quant à Daniel, n’en parlons pas: il dort de- 
bout ». 

Pierre fit entendre le rire gutural par quoi il prenait part 
aux conversations, chaque fois qu'il n'était pas obligé de le 
faire en termes précis. 

« Maman », dit Myriam, « je voudrais d'abord que Ma- 
dame Grunberg nous chante quelque chose ». 

« Bon », dit Germaine, « mais un instant seulement; il 
se fait tard ». 

« Mais, ma petite Myriam, tu n’y penses pas! Jamais je 
ne pourrais chanter après tout ce que j’ai mangé! Il fallait 
me le demander avant de dîner ». 

«Oh si! Chantez nous quelque chose! Un petit Schu- 
mann ». 

« Allons, Simone, ne te fais pas prier », dit Germaine 
Lehman en se rasseyant. « Un ravissement de commande ca- 
chait mal sa résignation ». 

Georges ouvrit le piano et Simone vint se placer près 
de lui. Daniel retrouva sa mère: toute affectation avait quitté 
son visage. Une gravité heureuse s’y était répandue et sem- 
blait l’éclairer. Pourtant, dès qu’elle eut commencé de chan- 
ter, cette gravité et cette joie firent place aux expressions mé- 
mes des sentiments qu’évoquaient la mélodie et le poème. 
Pour la première fois, Daniel se sentit gêné. Somme toute, il 
était permis de se demander à qui s’adressaient les cris d’une 
telle passion, ces langueurs soudaines, ces abandons et l’émo- 
tion charnelle que Simone imitait si bien. Mais, à vrai dire, 
s’agissait-il d’imiter? De tels accents ne pouvaient être que 
sincères et donc elle éprouvait, à cet instant, tous ces trans- 
ports. Daniel regarda son père, ses larges oreilles et ses cheveux 
roux. Etait-ce lui, le bien-aimé que sa mère appelait d’une 
voix que la passion rendait haletante. Une telle image était 
ou comique, ou répugnante. Alors, elle parlait donc à un 
autre? Lorsque le chant se tut, Daniel s’aperçut qu’il n’avait 
pas écouté et que, pour la première fois, la musique pour lui 
s'était incarnée. Mais, tandis que Georges jouait les derniers 
accords, sur le visage clos et maintenant muet de sa mère, 
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Daniel retrouva la gravité, le bonheur et la lumière qu’il y 
avait vus avant qu’elle se mit à chanter. Etait-ce donc, que la 
musique, elle aussi, n’était qu’un artifice et que chacun y 
pouvait dire ce qu’il ne sentait pas? Les exclamations d’admi- 
ration des Lehman interrompirent ses reflexions. Germaine se 
leva et tous se dirigèrent vers l’antichambre. En partant, My- 
riam lui pressa la main et lui sourit, puis l’embrassa genti- 
ment sur les joues, ce qu’elle ne faisait jamais. Ce baiser 
qui pouvait paraître fraternel, Daniel crut sentir qu’il ne 
l’était pas, et que ce ne fut pas un hasard s’il atteignit le 
coin de ses lèvres. 

« Eh bien. J’espére que c’était une bonne soirée, lui dit 
sa mère après avoir refermé la porte d’entrée. Maintenant, va 
vite coucher. Il est tard et tu serais fatigué demain ». 

Elle se pencha pour l’embrasser. Daniel lui tendit le 
front. Il s’enfuit dans sa chambre, se déshabilla, se coucha 
puis il éteignit la lumière. Pendant quelques instants, l’appar- 
tement fut plein de bruits et d’allées et venues. Puis tout s’a- 
paisa et le silence se fit. Daniel put alors recréer à son aise 
les images qui le tourmentaient. Au creux de ses mains, un 
peu du parfum de Myriam était resté, mais qui disparaissait 
dès qu’il cherchait à le respirer. Parfois, un geste le faisait 
renaître. 

Ne pouvoir se délivrer de ses souvenirs, pensait-il, être 
de cette façon heureux et tourmenté, n’etait-ce pas de l’a- 
mour? Ce jeu, plein d’angoisses et d’agitations, ce plaisir 
gourmand qu’il avait cherché, c’était bien cela. « Je l’aime » 
pensait-il, et il se retournait dans son lit, envahi d’une joie 
douloureuse, la téte bourdonnante de mots et le coeur plein 
d’orgucil. 
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LE PARALYTIQUE DE LA PISCINE DE BETHESDA 


Il vivait avec son frère dans une cabane, loin de la Porte- 
aux-brebis, devant laquelle était située la piscine qui avait 
nom Bethesda. Son frère était portefaix, mais chaque matin, 
avant de commencer sa pénible journée, ce frère le portait 
sur son dos jusqu’à la piscine et le déposait au bord à côté 
des autres infirmes qui là, sous les portiques de pierre, at- 
tendaient tout le jour la venue de l’ange qui guérit. Le soir, 
le portefaix revenait le porter jusqu’à la cabane, seule pro- 
priété des deux frères. Ainsi passaient les journées, les an- 
nées. Il est écrit: trente-huit années. 

Ce sera peu dire si nous affirmons qu'il aimait son frère 
comme aucun être au monde, puisqu'il ne connaissait per- 
sonne en dehors de ceux qui, assis sur le bord de la piscine, 
attendaient que commencent à bouillonner les eaux, pour s’y 
jeter cherchant la guérison de leur mal. Or, il ne voyait pas 
davantage leurs visages qu'il n’avait jamais vu le sien dans 
un miroir, puisque, comme eux tous, il gardait son regard 
avidement fixé sur le miroir de l’eau. Peut-être eùt-il dans 
son âme été saisi d’effroi, si jamais son regard avait rencon- 
tré celui de son voisin, le regard du prochain, comme lui at- 
tendant le signe qu’allait donner l’ange, pour montrer que 
le temps était venu... Mais il y avait comme une entente en- 
tre tous ceux qui étaient assis là: aucun ne prêtait attention 
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aux autres. Précisément en raison de ce signe par lequel 
l’ange annonçait chacune de ses imprévisibles venues. 

Le portefaix était avare de paroles. Aussi n’y eut-il que 
rarement une conversation entre les deux frères. Cependant, 
chaque fois que son frère venait le soulever de terre, le ra- 
masser comme un objet à transporter, le paralytique à pleines 
mains l’empoignait par la laine de sa barbe, tirait dessus, 
lui pinçait les joues, essayait de serrer dans ses doigts ce 
cou puissant et bruni aussi violemment qu’en étaient capa- 
bles ses mains inaccoutumées à toute besogne, de telle sorte 
qu’un spectateur aurait eu chaque fois bien du mal à faire 
la distinction entre la sauvagerie de son regard et son ex- 
pression de pure bonté et gratitude. Parfois, dans la cabane, 
il suivait son frère du regard, attentif à chacun de ses mou- 
vements, de ses gestes, quand celui-ci pendant une heure 

de loisir fendait du bois, raccommodait ou réparait ce qui 

parmi leur maigre mobilier ou vaisselle avait subi quelque 
dommage, enfonçait un clou ou faisait quelque autre tra- 
vail, — le suivait du regard jusqu’au moment où des larmes 
lui roulaient sur les joues. Sur quoi chaque fois il éclatait 
de rire, d’un rire qui lui plissait toute la figure, lorsque son 
frère le regardait d’un air d’interrogation muette sur la cause 
de ses larmes et de toute cette agitation. 

Lorsqu'il était assis seul dans la cabane, il se parlait à 
lui-même, longuement, prononçant des mots, des phrases en- 
tières, phrases inventées, phrases ressassées, de pures béti- 
ses qu’en dehors de lui personne au monde n’eüt pu com- 
prendre, des âneries qui lui coulaient de la bouche sans qu’il 
sût toujours bien lui-même tout ce qui se déversait ainsi dans 
le vide, dans le parfait silence autour de lui. 

Entreprise difficile, ingrate, que d’essayer de rendre ce 
genre de mots, de tournures à répétition, cette façon de 
jouer avec des locutions. Car enfin, que pouvait bien signi- 
fier, quel sens autre que de pure sottise et bavardage trouver 
à une phrase telle que: Qui quand donne à qui quoi? Co- 
nardouille! Ou bien: Tu es le grand trimard, quelquefois un 
gros trimardard. Lapinot lapinaille longue oraille. Lièvre de 
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Páques ouverture de la chasse dimanche de la chance pan 
dans la panche boum sur l’orgue. Ou encore: Voici l’autom- 
ne, l’automne que tu aimes, toi si aimant! Tant de fatigue 
pour toi, toi si fatigué, et ansi de suite. On répugne à écrire 
des sornettes pareilles. Nous disons bien: sottises, bavardage, 
divagations puériles. Et pourtant, comme il arrive souvent, 
ces phrases insensées n'étaient pas sans contenir quelque 
sens. Toutes ces charges si lourdes pour toi, toi si chargé, 
si lourd! — on peut, que dirons-nous, on doit dans de telles 
phrases trouver un sens. Lequel? Celui-ci: prendre le verbe 
qui désigne une action et le ramener dans le sujet, le ren- 
foncer dans un adjectif ou substantif comme une épée ra- 


menée au fourreau, ce qui signifiera: Ce n’est rien, à tout 


prendre; nul mérite, rien de semblable! Ou encore: Ce que 
nous faisons, nous le subissons: actifs, passifs. Ainsi nous 
restons ronds comme une boule ou une balle ou aussi comme 
un zéro que l’on a vite fait d’écrire à la craie sur le tableau 
noir. | 
Tout cela, ces monologues in-sensés, étaient étroitement 
liés à autre chose, quelque chose, si l’on peut dire, de plus 
profond, sortant d’une couche plus profonde. Car enfin, non 
pas constamment certes, mais tout de même de temps en 
temps, dans des instants de silence, du plus complet silence 
imaginable — hélas! comment exprimer par des mots quel- 
que chose d’à peine saisissable? — il arrivait au paralyti- 
que de s’étonner qu’une chose — et comment aurait-ce pu 
être autre chose qu’un objet des plus humbles: une pierre, 
un bout de bois, quelque chose qui traîne par terre? — de 
s’étonner donc qu’une chose, qui hier traînait par terre, à 
cette place-là, fût encore là aujourd’hui, là par terre où il 
regarde en ce moment même. Pourquoi celà n’a-t-il pas dis- 
paru? Elle aurait dû disparaître, cette chose, complètement 
disparaître. Voilà qui aurait du sens, un sens à vous faire 
écarquiller les yeux, si cette chose, cette idiote de chose qui 
hier soir traînait là par terre, bout de bois ou pierre, si cette 
chose en cet instant précis où je la cherche des yeux n’était 
plus là: elle aurait disparu, elle n’aurait pas été là, jamais 
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été là, jamais été, jamais. Si l’on était très exact et non 
dépourvu d’une certaine générosité, on pourrait, de telles 
pensées presque totalement insensées, tirer toute une doctri- 
ne, concernant la chose, la chose en elle seule, la chose tout 
autour de nous, ou encore l’homme en tant que chose ou 
mieux encore, comme aurait dit peut-être ce malheureux, 
concernant l’homme en tant que gros trognon de pomme. 
Nous pourrions dans cette direction pousser très loin qui sait 
jusqu'où, si nous partions de là, de la chose, de la chose en 
soi ou de quelque manière qu’il faille la nommer pour dé- 
signer ce qui ne peut être, ce qui ne peut être là qu’à la 
condition en même temps de ne pas être. Bonté divine! i 

Pourtant, tandis qu’il bavardait ainsi ou se représentait 
des choses insensées, il y avait en lui, dans son regard, dans 
‘toute sa mine, un sérieux vraiment terrible, une certaine 
façon impitoyable de s’avancer dans l’incertain, dans l’in- 
sondable, une sorte de menace qui pouvait paraître d’autant 
plus effroyable qu’elle n’était dirigée contre personne, con- 
tre rien. Pensait-il, à ces moments-là, pensait-il dans ses dé- 
tails et conséquences quelque chose, n’importe quoi, qui fût 
un peu plus que rien, que zéro? Il serait probablement juste 
de dire qu’il pensait ou sentait vers une chose, en se diri- 
geant vers une chose, vers un objet, mais que pensée et sen- 
timent se résolvaient dans leur objet et y disparaissaient com- 
me un serpent disparaît par un trou dans la terre, et il ne 
subsistait pour finir que l’objet, la chose. C’est ainsi qu’il 
pensait et sentait, jusqu’au point où pensée et sentiment 
devenaient la chose pensée et sentie, étaient la chose, com- 
pacte, solide comme le mur de la cabane contre lequel il ap- 
puyait son dos chaque fois que son frère le rechargeait ou 
le déposait. 

Question: est-ce qu’il priait, comme les gens qui à haute 
ou basse voix récitent des prières? Ou bien sa prière vers 
Dieu ne devenait-elle pas aussitôt Dieu lui-même, quelque 
chose de solide comme Dieu est solide, quelque chose de 
dur, qui est solide et dur pour la simple raison que celà 
est et ne fait pas défaut? Que faire en pareil cas avec des 
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mots? Les mots n’ont-ils pas tôt fait de se vider de tout 


sens, comme tout ce bavardage in-sensé qui lui coulait si 
facilement de la bouche lorsqu'il se parlait à lui-même ? 


Il est écrit qu’il attendit trente-huit années au bord de la 
piscine qui a nom Bethesda, que chaque jour pendant trente- 
huit années un des nombreux autres infirmes qui attendaient 
comme lui réussit à sauter avant lui dans les eaux soulevées 
par la main de l’ange. Trente-huit années sont trente-huit 
années, mais sont également moins, signifient autant que dix 
années, qu’une année, que n’importe quel nombre d’années. 


Il ne comptait pas les années, ou mieux: il était incapable 


d’isoler le nombre, de le détacher des choses qu’il énumère, 
incapable de se détacher de la chose globale, et lui eût-on 
même fourni nombres et chiffres il n’aurait jamais pu que 
se reperdre dans le non-chiffrable et l’innombrable. Aussi 
est-il indifferérent que nous disions trente-huit plutôt que 
tout autre chiffre. De même, à quoi servirait d’attribuer à 
cet homme de quelconques qualités ou particularités et d’es- 
sayer ainsi de le distinguer à ses propres yeux ou par rapport 
à d’autres hommes? Il existait sans recul et sans distance- 
ment, comme un homme qui vit au coeur même de toutes 
choses et qui néanmoins est complètement oublié de lui- 


même et des autres. 


Pourtant, il connaissait lui aussi des moments où il se 
distançait des choses, connaissait, si l’on peut dire, l’exalta- 
tion et la gloire de cette distance, et ceci chaque fois à l’heure 
précise, aux moments précis où il lui était accordé de me- 
surer du regard tout ce qui normalement était en mouve- 
ment autour de lui et au dessus de lui, c’est à dire chaque 
fois que son frère, le matin ou tard le soir, le hissait sur 
ses épaules pour le porter à la piscine ou le rapporter de 
la piscine. Ainsi surélevé de terre sur le dos du portefaix, 
il était comme libéré, vivait comme sur des hauteurs, pou- 
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vait suivre des yeux tout ce qui se meut dans l’altitude, était 
comme entraîné par et dans ce spectacle. Mais à tout pren- 
dre, qu’y avait-il donc à voir, à remarquer, sinon les hiron- 
delles par dessus les toits traçant leurs cercles et happant 
nourriture au vol, sinon des buses tournoyant en criant, ou 
bien, le soir, des corneilles, qui volent par couples, fuyant 
la lumière du jour pour plonger dans la nuit, ou les chauve- 
souris revenant de très loin, il ne savait pas d’où. Il regar- 
dait avec attention les canards gaîment coloriés, à tire d’aile 
par dessus les eaux, se donner la chasse à travers les lances 
vertes des roseaux. On aurait dit des poursuites, des com- 
bats, et pourtant il devinait, il sentait, il savait qu'ils se 
cherchaient et ne seraient pas là l’un sans l’autre. Voilà à. 
quoi il était attentif et il lui semblait chaque fois voir se. 
refermer un anneau, un cercle fait de peur et de béatitude. 
Ce cercle n’etait-il pas la figure du bonheur, et le bonheur 
autre chose que le pressentiment de ce cercle? Ne fallait-il 
pas planer sur les hauteurs pour voir le bonheur rejoindre 
le pressentiment du bonheur et ne plus faire qu’un avec lui? 
Le bonheur lui-même — en existe-t-il un autre, pour cet 
homme, pour la créature, que lorsque par vastes cercles la 
fin du temps vient rejoindre l’origine et s’y replonge? Le 
même bonheur n’etait-il pas contenu et captif dans le disque 
de la lune, lorsqu'elle venait dorer les tuiles d’or du tem- 
ple? Le même dans la rondeur d’un fruit, ou dans celle d’une 
pierre si lisse et si polie qu’elle brillait, lorsque parfois son 
frère lui apportait telle pierre, tel fruit? Il arrivait alors 
que le lendemain matin il tenait encore serré dans sa main 
ce fruit ou cette pierre, lorsque son frère le réveillait pour 
le porter à la piscine. 

Mais en quoi consistait l’essence et le centre, qu’etait-ce 
qui résidait au centre et au coeur de cette belle rondeur du 
fruit ou de la pierre, que trouver d’essentiel au centre du 
cercle tournoyant des oiseaux, au centre du disque lunaire 
dorant les tuiles d’or? Il ne le savait pas, ne savait pas de 
chemin qui pût le mener à l’essence et au centre de tout 
celà, mais il savait, il sentait, il devinait que, éclatée cette 
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rondeur, rompu ce cercle, on trouverait la peur, il y aurait 
la peur sans rien d’autre, non pas le néant, non pas un vide 
pareil au creux d’une cruche vidée, mais la peur toute seule 
et toute nue, cette même peur qui l’habitait lorsqu’au bord 
de Bethesda il attendait que l’ange vint déchirer les eaux 
vertes à l’heure qui n’est connue de personne, la peur qui 
tout à coup se dressa en lui et qui furieusement dura, dura, 
dura, jusqu’à ce que parvint à son oreille la voix de celui 
qui lui dit: Lève-toi et marche! 

Et il se leva et marcha, marcha et traversa la foule de 
ceux qui attendaient, qui en le voyant marcher s'étaient re- 
dressés, relevés et qui criaient miracle à pleine voix, miracle! 
un miracle! tandis que lui, sans prendre garde au miracle, 
ne gardait dans l’oreille que le commandement, n’entendait 
que la voix et le commandement du Seigneur lui disant: 
Lève-toi et marche! 

Mais comment a-t-il pu se faire qu'il n’aie pas, comme 
les autres autour de lui, pris garde au miracle, mais unique- 
ment au commandement recu? Cette question exige une ré- 
| ponse qu’aussi bien nous donnerons sans plus attendre. C’est 
… qu’au fond de son coeur, il ne pouvait comprendre et se 

représenter l’amour que comme un sacrifice, pas autrement. 

Pour que s’accomplisse le commandement. Mais ce sacrifice, 

pour que le cercle fùt parfait, seul pouvait et seul devait 

le faire l’Autre, cet Autre dont jaillit le commandement qui 

s’empara de lui, cet Autre qui puisa ce commandement dans 

le sacrifice parfait qu’il était seul en train de consentir. 
| Voilà pourquoi il ne pouvait se représenter l’amour que com- 
me sacrifice. 


| (Traduit de l’allemand par Jean-Paul de Dadelsen) 
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THE DEVIL IS A PROTESTANT 


As a child in London I was once covertly taken to High 
Mass by a nursemaid who had hitherto pretended to be 
Church of England. When my parents got wind of it they 
dismissed her on the spot and persuaded me that I had been 
given a foretaste of Hell. I cannot pretend that I became a 
secret Papist, intoxicated by the incense, the music, the 
antique ritual, and wept disconsolately for the wronged nurse- 
maid; and that, by contrast, the matins celebrated next Sun- 
day in our red-brick Evangelical church appeared inexpress- 
ibly drab and soulless. The truth is that what my parents 
disrespectfully called ‘the mumbojumbo of Romanism’ so 
dismayed and repelled me that I would have been quite will- 
ing to accept their interpretation as correct, even if I had 
not regarded the nursemaid as a thoroughly unprincipled 
person; and that a cradle-Protestant, even if he turns atheist 
and becomes converted to the elder faith, remains tempera- 
mentally a cradle-Protestant, however hard he may try to 
extirpate the heresy. Incense for me will always smell of 
brimstone; and this I heartily regret. 


Having made my home in Mallorca for the last twenty- 
four years, I am of course long acclimatized to the Catholic 
atmosphere; so much that, when the U.S. aircraft carrier 
Midway put in at Palma the other day and I was invited 
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_ by the local Spanish-Protestant parson, who lives a hole-and- 
_ corner life in a suburban catacomb, to interpret the sermons 
| — Spanish-English, English-Spanish — at a Reunion of Soli- 
darity’, with the Midway’s chaplain and choir, the un-Latin 
atmosphere dismayed and repelled me. Ah, the pitchpine 
pews, the puritanical communion-table, the plain brass cross, 
the wheezy harmonium (operated by a fish-like U.S. mess- 
steward), the dusty, turkey-red Protestant hassocks and the 
tattered copies of Hymns Ancient and Modern! Nevertheless, 
to be acclimatized is not to be indoctrinated. On my way 
home I paused outside a Catholic repository and gazed 
thoughtfully at a St Lucia wearing a gilt crown and carrying 
two glass eyes on a tray. St Lucia, who celebrates her feast 
on the shortest and dimmest day of the year (Old Style), 
ES helps Mallorquin girls embroider roses and palms and pan- 
sies on table linen for tourists, at two pesetas an hour. The 
heathen blinded her at Syracuse in the year 97 A.D., which 
made her the patron saint of needlewomen and gave her the 
power to cure ophthalmic distempers by the use of ‘St Lucia’s 
| eyes’. These are small discs of nacre about the size of a little 
finger-nail, with a brown eye on one side and a spiral on 
the other: the artefact of a clever sea-snail. Lucia is a hard- 
working saint, like St Ivo, the only lawyer who was not a 
thief: ‘Advocatus sed non latrunculus’ — emblems, a quill- 
pen, a briefcase, and a Madonna lily. Or St Isidore, who to 
dig is not ashamed. Or St Fiacre, who designs the optimistic 
flower pictures on seed-packets and makes the seeds actually 
grow to sample. Or St Piran, who came drifting from Ireland 
on a mill-stone, accompanied by his acolyte, a girl in disguise; 
landed at Zabulo in Cornwall; praised God; kindled a fire, 
banking it up with some lumps of ore, and lo! discovered 
tin. 

To such saints a cradle-Protestant extends a certain 
humorous indulgence, Protestantism laying heavy emphasis 
on the social services; and this evening 1 felt warmly disposed 


towards the entire Catholic calendar, by way of protest against 
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Anglophile Mallorquins who sing Onward, Christian Soldiers! 
in Spanish to a harmonium, and disregard even red-letter 
saints. But what of crossgrained anchorites, who lived in 
remote caves, like the egregious St Rule of Kylbrimont, or 
on the tops of pillars sixty feet high, like St Simon Stylites? 
Could I ever learn to love or honour these? St Simon kept 
himself from a tumble not by faith, but by wearing an iron 
dog-collar chained to a wooden pulpit which he also used 
as a desk for writing unpleasant letters to the Byzantine 
Emperor; and stood fast thirty-six years. And St Simon 
Stylites Junior spent nearly seventy years on another pillar, 
having cut his double-teeth up there... 

The Catholics have a patron-saint for everyone, I reflect- 
ed. St Simon Stylites for steeplejacks, no doubt. St Clement | 
for cap-makers — he made the first felt-bloek. St Crispin for 
cobblers. St Dismas for reformed cutpurses. St Barbara for 
. cannoneers. St Joseph for carpenters, cuckolds and cross- | 

patches. The Spaniards call anyone they dislike a tio, mean- 

ing an uncle, meaning a crosspatch uncle, meaning specifically | 
the Virgin’s crosspatch uncle and husband, Tio Pepe, or | 
St Joseph. According to the gospel of Pseudo Matthew (once | 
canonical), St Joseph refused to humour the Virgin, who had 

a pica for cherries, declaiming that the child in her womb | 
was none of his. ‘And Joseph made answer in accent most | 
wild: I will pluck no cherries to give to chy child’! Every 
Mallorgun knows that to refuse a woman with a pica, how- | 
ever illegitimate, is tantamount to child murder: a pregnant | 
‘woman can wander around the market from stall to stall | 
eating whatever fruit is in season, a cherry here, a strawberry 
there, an apricot, a peach, and nobody will dare deny her 
for fear of being called a tio. (Joseph Bonaparte being one 
of the least popular Kings of Spain, his subjects called him 
“Tio Pepe’, acknowledging that he had a good taste in dry 
sherry, or more frequently ‘Pepe Botollas’ denoting his taste 
for an excess of it). Cap-makers, cobblers, cutpurses, can- 
noneers, carpenters, cuckolds and crosspatches! And, of | 
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course, St Mary Gipsy for courtesans. St Mary Gipsy felt 
impelled one day to go on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. 
But the crew of the only ship bound for Acre warned her 
that she must pay her fare by sleeping with all of them in 
turn throughout the voyage. She accordingly made the su- 
preme sacrifice, spending the rest of her life in patience 
and good works, and was eventually passed into Heaven by 
St Peter on the ground that “she loved much’. 
The early Fathers scorned the gods and dared deny that 
_ they existed; nevertheless for fear of causing an awkward 
religious vacuum, they invited the souls of defunct prophets, 
apostles, bishops, virgins and martyrs to take over these 
Olympian functions. Thus John the Baptist, who had been 
described as a ‘burning and a shining light’, supplanted 
Helius; John was Elias, and Elias had ascended to Heaven 
in a fiery chariot, and ‘Elias’ sounds like ‘Helius’. St Lucia 
of Syracuse supplanted Artemis Lucia — Wolfish Artemis: 
she could see in the dark and was a goddess of healing. 
St Nicolas, whose feast introduced the mid-December Hal- 
cyon Days (Old Style), took over the temples and functions 
of Poseidon; this was his reward for boxing the ears of 
Arius, the originator of the Arian Heresy, at the Great 
Council of Nicaea. St Elmo (May 10), martyred at the naval 
base of Puteoli, replaced Castor and Pollux, to whom sailors 
had formerly appealed during storms at sea. The Nine Muses 
were ousted by the Holy Trinity. Hercules, the Porter of 
Heaven, yielded to St Peter... 

In the scramble for Olympian functions, distribution 
seems sometimes to have been made at haphazard; but there 
was always a certain divine logic at work. For instance, one 
would have expected the patronage of bell-founders to have 
gone to one of the Typasas martyrs, whose tongues were cut 
out by Hunneric the Vandal when they refused to become 
Arians, and whose praise of God nevertheless continued to 
ring sweetly and articulately in the streets of Constantinople 
— Aeneas of Gaza the philosopher, Marcellinus, Procopius 
and Victor Tunnensis, three reputable historians, and Pope 
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Gregory the Great, all witnessed this miracle. Similarly one 
would have expected the patronage of pastry-cooks to be 
taken over by some such anchorite as Julian of Edessa (June 
9), or Julian of Osroene (Oct. 18), as a reward for subsisting, 
year in, year out, on coarse grass and water from pools fouled 
by the stale of camels; though tempted every night with 
Apician visions of puffpastry, quince conserve and cream- 
cracknels. But no, the Saint of both bell-founders and pastry- 
cooks is St Agatha, martyred under Decius, whose persecutors 
hacked off her breasts and rolled her naked over live coals . 
mixed with potsherds. Saints, as is well known, bear little 
emblems as distinguishing marks; St Laurence, a grid-iron; 
St Francis of the Tailors, a pair of shears; St Catalina Tomas 
(a peasant-girl who was baptized in our Parish church, and 
whose kitchen-sink I bought when her cottage was pulled 
down) a cone of fig-bread — and St Agatha of Catania, her 
two undraped breasts set side by side on a tray. The em- 
barrassing objects have been claimed as bells by the bell- 
founders and as sugar-cakes topped with cherries by the 
pastry-cooks, but only because St Agatha is patroness of fur- 
naces and because both bell-founders and pastry-cooks need 
to manage theirs with exceptional care. St Agatha’s veil is 
carried in procession at Catania whenever Mount Etna is 
erupting and her ‘letters’ are a sure charm against burns. 
Each pagan city or small town had kept a local deity or 
hero as a focus for its religious emotions, and Christian saints 
were called upon to fill these vacancies too, unless the former 
occupant cared to turn Christian, as did the goddess Brigit 
of Kildare, or the Blue Hag Annis of Leicester, or in the 
wilder parts of Italy, the gods Mercury and Venus. The chief 
difference between the saints and their pagan predecessors 
lay in the offerings they demanded — lighted candles instead 
of warm sacrificial blood, flowers instead of chopped fruit, 
wine and pearl-barley. Such well-tried phenomena as sweat- 
ing and bleeding images, daylight visions, and miraculous 
interventions against drought and plague continued. More- 
over, ex voto objects representing divinely healed parts of the 
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"human body, and the mass-produced figurines and religious 
charms which the Romans had exported all over the world 
remained in continuous use. The Apocalypse of St John the 
Divine did, indeed, perpetuate the Jewish ban on the sea as 
the corrupt home of the Sea-goddess Rahab, and the Assyrio- 
Phoenician architecture and furnishings of the Judgement 
Hall were not altered; but the atmosphere of Heaven became 
unmistakably Graeco-Roman. 


According to cradle-Catholic gossip, to which I lend a 
fascinated ear, there is as much jealousy in Heaven as there 
| ever was on Olympus. Peter and Paul are said to bicker for 
precedence on their common saint's day no less passionately 
than did Athene and Poseidon for the possession of Troezen 
| or the Athenian acropolis; and even the patronage of syphilis 
_ is disputed — St Christopher brought the disease to Naples 
from America, but St Denis claims it as the ‘French pox’. 
Namesakes are said to be a constant source of trouble, SS 
William of the Desert and William of Norwich accuse each 
other of sheep-stealing; and though John the Baptist and 
John the Evangelist continue to exchange beatific smiles, the 
Baptist scornfully rejects Evangelical Jacks and Johnnies — 
| ‘No sheep of mine’, he growls; and quotes Luke i. 60: ‘Not so: 
for he shall be called John’. 

As for the Anthony’s... A mason working on the roof of 
Palma Cathedral once slipped from a scaffold and, as he 
fell, shouted ‘Help, St Anthony!’ An invisible hand arrested 
him in mid-air and a voice boomed: ‘Which St Anthony?’. 

‘Of Padua!’ 

Catacrok! 

He had guessed wrong! It was St Anthony the Abbot, 
whose temptations had left him as sour as a crab, and the 
mason hurtled another hundred feet to the flags below. 
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Greek gods and goddesses adopted a variety of local 
titles — the Virgin Artemis, for instance, could be Our Lady; 
of Wild Things, Our Lady of the Lake, Huntress, Saviour,, 
Spoil Winner, Strangled One, Assuager of Childbirth, Many- 
Breasted, Friend of Youth, Mistress of the Nets, Mistress of: 
the Cedars, Wolfish, Light-Bringer, Persuader, Bear-Leader,, 
Horse-Finder, and the like. But I do not recall that there: 
was ever the same bitter rivalry between this Artemis andj 
that, as is now presumed in Mallorca between the Blacki 
Virgin and the White. The Black Virgin of Lluch lives ont 


the top of a mountain, among a collection of ex voto crutches,. 


leg-braces, suspensory bandages, and other discarded ortho- 
paedic contraptions. Occasionally she tours the Island, collect-: 
ing money for the Acción Católica, the new Seminary, ori 
similar causes; whereupon the witches of the red-light district: 
of Palma raise thunderstorms to drench her devotees. She was: 
appointed Patroness of the Island a century or two ago, be- 
cause the monks of her monastery claimed that, soon after 
James I of Aragon drove out the infidel Moors, a bright lighti 
guided the shepherd boy Lucas to a cairn under which the: 
image had taken refuge five centuries previously. Thus,. 
though dated by art experts as not earlier than the close: 
of the thirteenth century, the Black Virgin has been granted! 
precedence of the lily-white ‘Virgin of Good Health’ whe 
inspired James’s expedition in 1229 and saved his fleet frome 
shipwreck, and of whom the Palma women say: ‘Only look 
at her; at once you feel better!’ It is in troubled waters like: 
these that the Devil fishes; and the Devil, the Catholics says. 
is a Protestant. 

At times, it is claimed, even the Devil has nostalgic feel-- 
ings about Heaven. A distinguished stranger once visited Sti 
Moling in his mediaeval Irish cell and announced himself as 
the Man of Tribulations. 

‘The Devil you are!’ cried the astonished Moling. ‘Does 
Christ come in purple and pomp rather than in the guise: 
of a leper?”. 

‘The Devil I am!” he assented. 
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| 
| “What is your errand?” asked Moling politely. He was 
| no gross inkpot-throwing Luther. 
“I come for your blessing?. 
“You have not deserved it, and besides, what good would 
î it do you if I bestowed it?’. 

‘It would be like bathing in a tub of honey with my 
clothes on’. 


“Be more explicit, pray!’. 

‘Though your blessing would not affect me inwardly, its | 
good luck and virtue and bloom would be fragrani on me”. 

‘You might use it to deceive’. 

“Then curse me properly!”. 

‘What good would that do? The venom and bitterness 
of the curse would merely scald my lips; for you are already 
beyond the reach of curses. Away with you, Satan! Leave 
me to my meditations. You shall be given neither blessing nor 
curse!”. 

‘I should dearly have liked a blessing. Can I not some- 
how earn it?”. 

‘Certainly; by service to God’. 

‘Alas, that is against my destiny’. 

‘Then by study of the Scriptures’. 

‘Your own studies have not been deeper or wider, and 
. I am none the better for them’. 

‘Then by fasting’. 

‘I have fasted since Creation’. 

‘Then by genuflexions’. 

‘Impossible. My knees bend backwards’. 

‘Pray, excuse me’, said Moling, reaching for his rosary. 
‘I fear I can do nothing for you’. 

Thereupon the Devil recited his famous Blessing Upon 
Moling, in Irish rhymed quatrains: 

Golden sky the sun surrounding, 
Silver bowl replete with wine, 


Such is he, the prudent angel 
Of our King Divine. 
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Fragrant branch, or gallon-measure 
Filled with honey to the brim, 
Precious stone of sovereign virtue, 
Who is true to Him; 


But who yields Him no obedience 
Sparrow in a trap is he, 

Sinking vessel, leaking goblet, 
Withered apple-tree. 


Five more verses have been recorded in Whitley Stokes’s 
Felire Oingusso, comparing Moling with a crystal vessel, a 
victorious race-horse, a holy shrine, a communion table, a 
clean golden chalice. 

But the Devil must have been trying to seduce Moling 
by flattery. He has always been a perfectionist, even when 
sick, which is indeed what provoked his expulsion from 
Heaven: since no human soul, not even a Moling, came up to 
his mercilessly high standards, he had demanded that Saints 
should be abolished altogether. This could not be: the im- 
perfect, all-too-human, easy-going world of cap-maker, cut- 
purse, cobbler, cuckold and courtesan needed saints to wor- 
ship, gossip about, swear by, cultivate, laugh at. So he convert- 
ed only the humourless Protestants to his view; and (here 
I come to the point) impressed his sneer on my infant features 


at the very font. Forgive me therefore, St Lucia — and you 
St William of the Desert — and you, St John the Baptist — 
and you, St Thomas the Doubter — in whose honour my 


four children celebrate their name days with rockets and 
candled cakes. 


Heaven is always early morning, 
Gold sun, silver olive-trees, 

Jewelled saints innumerable 
Kneeling on their knees. 


No more twilight, no more starlight 
Fog, nor sleet, nor hail, nor snow... 


Were I a cradle-Catholic, or a flattering Devil, I could finish 
these stanzas, which swam prettily into my mind as I stood 
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eer is not to wipe ol one’s face. I should Be embarrasse 
the honeyed blessing of a true saint (though true saints 
ave been far more numerous than the Devil allows), nor 
am I destined to earn one. I do not fast, except when I become i 
so engrossed in my studies that I forget to eat; and my knees 
bend neither forwards nor backwards. It is an unenviable | 


NAE WORDS 


Dear Hert, I hae nae words 


Nae leid that I wad say 
But juist the thocht o ye 
Like a rinnan tide whalms ower me. 


Your hair faaen aa around 
Your face, and your een 
Lookan throu and up at me 
— And this hert ye’ve taen 

In its beat stauchers momentlie. 


Aa the braith gane out o me 
As gin wi a sidden fear i 

And my limbs til water turned 
— Juist the thocht o ye. 


UN GALA WATER 


O luve, O daith, O dayligaun 

The wine o youth winna haud for aye 
My lassie by the muirland dyke 

Kens aa the silly whaups forecry. 
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O, Gala Water, Gala Brae 
And I no wi her as she gangs — 
My hiech hert bleeds, I fear its drum 


Ae day maun droun in its ain ebb-sang. 


COKKILS 


Doun throu the sea 
Continuallie 

A rain o cokkils, shells 
Rains doun 

Frae the ceaseless on-ding 

O’ the reefs abune 
Continuallie. 


Slawlie throu millenia 
Biggan on the ocean-bed 
Their ain subaqueous Himalaya 
Wi a fine white rain o shells 
Faa’an continuallie 

Wi nae devall. 


Sae, in my heid as birdsang 

Faas throu simmer treen 

Is the thocht o my luve 

Like the continual rain 

O’ cokkils throu the middle seas 
Wi nae devall — 

The thocht o my true-luve 
Continuallie. 


FIRST FALL 


As sidden as the first snaw fell yestreen, 
Sae cam this luve; 
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As slaw as the white peace o the morn, 
Sae bydes this luve; 

As swith as the blizzard rase the nicht, 
Sae swith this luve; 

As wild as the whip o cavaburd, 

Sae wild this luve; 

As shairp as the hail jags at the face, 
Sae shairp this luve; 

As saft as the slaw fedderie paws, 

Sae douce this luve; 

As dure as the ice packs the road, 

Sae dure this luve; 

As deep as the wreithes on Soutra ligg, 
Sae deep this luve; 

As snell as the wind aff Soutra Brae, 
Sae cuts this luve; 

As bricht as the sun on white snaw leams, 
Sae sheens this luve; 

As pure as the lanelie muir untrod, 

Sae pure this luve; 

As gentil and licht as the moth-kiss faas, 
Sae kynd this luve; 

As reithe and ree as the bee-kiss stabs, 
Sae dirls this luve; 

As the warmth that sleeps aneth the snaw 
Is our herts’ heat aben; 

But as the cauld wind rins afore 

This luve sall never ken. 


GLOSSARY 
leid: message stauchers: stumbles dayligaun: twilight whaups: 
curlews hiech: high maun droun: must drown on-ding: assault 
biggan: building faa’an: falling devall: respite rase the nicht: 
arose tonight  cavaburd: snowstorm paws: flakes wreithes: drifts 


ligg: lie snell; bitter reithe: ardent ree: fierce dirls: throbs 
aneth: within 
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EROS 


The approach was Gothic: 
And my shadow a tower with a saint’s face 


- In a darkness so ecstatic 


It easily went on fire, with every buttress 

Supporting the blaze: 

Time was, when I was difficult like that, 

You’d hoofs for boots and horns for a hat. 


But something happened when 

The Greek ships rode at anchor in my schoolbook 
And all without and within 

Became one simple ample sea-look: 

Were you luck’s fluke 

That held me like a breath to wait on miracles 
Because a lady walked the walis? 


And when I was gathering up 

My tallness like Narcissus by the water 

Till it overflowed me like a cup — 

When I was my own self-seeker, 

Were you here or there, 

Inside or outside, when my search flowed over 
To be held forever in a gaze like water? 
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You, Slender God, are you me 

Sometimes? A delicate deity almost flesh? 

My tallest faculty? 

First wish and last wish? 

The flower mounting in a flash? 

Or am I the nightsweats and the dark anxiety, 
And you the poetry? 


To you the living I 

Do daily and darkly, all this urge and rage 

That you may tower from me to the sky 

Flower and sage, 

Till I am absorbed and wasted in your image 
And poor Narcissus is no more 

Than a flower by the water, your vegetable chore. 


THE MOTHERS 


The Mothers always know it for a lie. 
Love me, they say, love me alone; 

I am the mystery. 

But having separated from her bone 
We find the way of our new skeleton 
Expanding towards the sky. 

For every man is Adam and the tree 
His oun celestial geometry. 


But the birth that divided us is always pain. 
The wrench is there for gain or loss; 

Two never one again: 

For when the tree towers the God is jealous 
And our myth always melting about us 

In so much rain, 

Till something in the structure starts to give; 
Our tall Euclid brings forth Eve. 
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heart. nd for all its loveliness 
Flesh : never es the techniques of persuasion; 
man is still a nakedness | 
Under his tree, and cold is the God’s gaze on 
T pr white fork where a rose marks the division: 
O never again first Oneness. 
Divided from it by the Mother’s knee, 
ll poetry is our apology. 


o the God the dignity; ours the shilling and the curse 
And a heart divided in itself to mourn 
Its oun divorce; 

 Halj-willing to be still a tower to heaven, 

 Half-willing to be the dark where love is given 

Always for the worse: 

- demi-god caught AA up a cross; 

And below, the woman who bemoans his loss. 


VERNON WATKINS 


BEFORE A BIRTH 


Hear the finger of God, that has fixed the pole of the heavens. 
There the Pleiades spin, and Orion, that great hunter. 

Stars silver the night, where Hercules moves with Arcturus. 
Spawning systems amaze: they respond to an ordered music. 
Ultimate distance vibrates, close to that intimate string. 


Stoop, for nothing can weigh the inscrutable movement of 
beech-leaves 

Silken, of brightest green, which May has transfigured like 
music 

Born of their trumpet-like buds; this movement, ever so little, 

Hangs on a leaf-hidden breath, so near to the nest of the green- 
finch; 

Nothing so secret as this, under the shadows of Spring. 


Love, your measure is full: the stars of infinite distance, 
Needing the shade of a bird to knit our time to the timeless, 


Fell to-night through the dusk. Ear close to the ground-root, 
I listened, 
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i Guests go into the house. On the floor, anended by shadows, 
3 Late I can hear one walk, a step, and a fruitful silence. : 
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ELIZABETH SMART 


A SIMPLE STATEMENT 


Get a furious weapon. A rage of will. Everything physical 
dies but you can send a mad look to the end of time. You 
can manipulate the bright distracting forever-escaping mom-. 
ent. I meant to say beauty but would you have heard the 
hail-fellow-well-met sound in my voice? Would you have 
overlooked our mutual embarrassment? Hush your mouth. 
To be born is to begin to die. (I’ve heard that before: some- 
thing similar among my Chelsea friends. O yes, Mr. Hunt? 
Have you heard Voices? Such sighing under the eaves cannot 
be struck into accurate fact: the dates can certainly not be 
established). Now, leaving behind everything spurious, futile, 
ignominious, and love-lack, think: how are you going to 
come across those fields, mysterious with mushrooms, over 
the hill, spotted with cows shapeless as slugs, to a London 
pub, where faces glow through smoke and sometimes through 
distracted anguish? This is how it will be done: like this: 
pray; bang your head; be beautiful; wait; love; rage; rail; 
look, and possibly, if lucky, see; love again; try to stop 
loving; go on loving; bustle about; rush to and fro. Whatever 
you say will be far far less than the truth. Don’t let this 
dismay you. This is life on earth, where everything is crumb- 
ling back into shapelessness, and shapelessness is the great 
life-giving bog. I suppose you think shooting stars are trans- 
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 ient? (Out of sight out of mind, Mr. Hunt, I expect you 
_ know the saying). You understand, today it is only chaos 
I am wrestling with. Later this evening it will be a fairer 
battle. That is, of course, if the evening is kind. If that 
| powerful and beneficial blackness will have me on its mind. - 
Well anyhow night falls. I’m grateful for these regular chor- 
uses. Even the return of pain is comfortably patterned. 


«I'm going for a pint ». 

«I could do with a pint myself ». 

« See you! ». 

« See you! ». 

Saturday night and the clerks breathe freely. By an 
amber whisky mist their faded eyes are shielded from the 
sight of their submission. Intimations of wild other lives 
sway their limbs in barbarous rythms. O to leap into chaos. 
The fathers throw all overboard and indeed they’re wise 
to do so. Whose will survives the seven days set in spirals 
of whirling time? Not the worried burdened. It’s enough if 
their breath holds out. Have you done the dishes? Is the 
fire still in? And all the while those kingcups were in that 
watery part of the wood. It’s several months since you last. 
looked out of the window. There have been two litters of 
pigs and the village children are giggling into girls. The 
green is getting brown like a maturing woman’s skin. It’s 
just service now and servicability. Don't look back. If you 
haven't used the spurt of spring you’ll have to wait till the 
year comes round. Go about your business. The spur of 
necessity will keep you trotting about. Yes, but their dying 
faces, dying in my dying memory too..... 


« Mother, mother, my soul’s on fire ». 

« Yes, dear. Is that a new little pimple I see appearing? 
Shall we try milk of magnesia? ». 

« The woods were burning with autumn. The bluejays 
were wild with foreboding. I was frightened of the future ». 
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« Don’t moon about by yourself in the woods. People 


will think you are queer. Learn to arrange flowers and take | 


some interest in the house. Be a perfect little lady always ». 
Exiles are dreaming over their evaporated milk and tea. 
Nettles are round the door. 


Child, lying stiff on one elbow like a frozen prayer, 


don’t listen to chaos below. Will vigilance avert calamity? 


Relax into innocence. Go and cry in a secret part of the 
wood where a wild clematis will compensate for pain. Build 


a bush house and kiss unresisting worms. It rains and you 


are enveloped. The wind blows and you know what you 
face. The mud reminds you of the comfortable beginning of 


the world before the immense edict shrugged us into isola- 
tion. For however birth washed you clean you have only 
to look up into your grandmother’s misted eyes to receive 
your guilt: « I won't be here to trouble you much longer ». 
« You'll be sorry when I’m dead and gone ». A gold watch 
and a pair of button-hole scissors remain. Usurper! But soon 
usurped. 


« But look, Penelope. It can’t have been as bad as that. 
Why, you girls had a wonderful: childhood. Your parents 
kept open house. No one could have been kinder. You girls 
don’t know how lucky you were. Your grandmother too. 
Why, Miss Kady used to come every Tuesday to put her 
hair in tight little snow white curls. She looked a picture ». 

On the screened-in veranda, where tea was served on a 
trolley, in a silver pot, with cucumber sandwiches, cheese 
cakes, angel cakes, cookies, and cinnamon toast, sometimes 


the mournful tones of Bob Devlin’s saxaphone wafted through 
the talk, and the ladies were disturbed as if he had lurched | 
into their midst («He drinks, my dear, he drinks »). To 


a child such desperation coming across the lake explained 
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A SIMPLE STATEMENT 


| itself. There perished an early pioneer, born in the wrong 
| place, in the wrong time, without a furious weapon. 


Well, get a furious weapon. Look how the springs are 
whirling round and you with your hat askew, without time 
to catch your breath and decide that THIS is the hour. 


Lying like an immobile amoeba, gigantic, out-of-season, and 


| idiotically waiting for instigation. Mother of eleven, all alone, 


hardly able to afford your pint; mother of none, listening 


| to your epic bore, patiently suffering and decaying: rejoice 


and adore: it’s perfectly perfectly fair, since what you are 


| paying for is love. You remember the name of an excite- 


| ment; you remember its measurements; it’s reward enough 


| for such a sad forgotten night; it atones for the squashed grass 


and the empty yards and the shifty escaping fears. Keep 


| the fires in and peel the potatoes in good time and remember 


_to be proud. The children are off to seek their lives, with 


bundles adequately packed. But after action, even more 
action. Fight off twenty years of mopping up and take a 
look around. 


There she is there she is up there, shivering on a bough, 


crouching into attitudes unable to attract relief. Cowering 
| before the blow of life how can she open to accept the remedy, 
or the engine of regeneration ever work? Pity, take pity big 


enough to embrace the knobbly bough as well as wounds and 
fears. Stop in the middle of your jig to appease her with 
your grief. Be ready to forgive even if her mistletoe miseries 
are bright-eyed with underground activity. That she should 
need to beg from the day, to insist on pity when there’s 
the roar of love! Displaying disablement in the streets was 
never a comfortable craft, even with its pride of trade, and 
the pennies it gets are paying for more than the day’s work. 
That she should need! This is what breaks so poisonously into 
the heart. 
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ELIZABETH SMART 


« Poor woman! That cough’s killing her ». 
« Left with all them kiddies ». 

« Keeps them clean, though, I will say that for her ». 
« No word from her husband? ». 

« Not these five years ». 

« Can't they make him pay? ». 

« No one knows where he is ». 

« Mum! Mum! Why is her nose so red? ». 

« Ssh! She’s got a cold ». 


Slut! Sloth! Simpleton! Revolving back to a slushy need | 
for love on every side, to be smothered and suspended and! 
surrounded in over around and by it! Well, It’s a working; 
condition, that’s all, a simple swept table to begin a meal. 
upon. Hasn’t that hanging threat been amply satisfied with! 
such pain, such babies, such balancing? No, this is even a. 
step further. A turmoil. A swirl above the most you can: 
exert yourself. More? Yes more every minute. Ounce by’ 
ounce, inch by inch. This is the cruel lord’s will, and the 
way, too. Listen tonight, above the autumnal winds there's . 
that possibility so wild with hope, battering at the shrugging 
shoulder and the pooh-hooing diffidence. Brave a night like 
this and win a prize, you simply can’t imagine how big or 


. how reverberating. All times are these times and you get 


to a bony pole of truth in the end. 


Once upon a time there was a woman who was just like 
all women. And she married a man who was just like all 
men. And they had some children who were just like all 
children. And it rained all day. The woman had to skewer 
the hole in the kitchen sink, when it was blocked up. The 
man went to the pub every Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. 
The other nights he mended his broken bicycle, did the pool 
coupons, and longed for money and power. The woman 
read love-stories and longed for things to be different. The 
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children fought and yelled and played and had scabs on 
| their knees. In the end they all died. Do you insist on vulgar 
details? Mere gossip? Loathsome gluttony? Chapter one: 
they were born. Chapter two: they were bewildered. Chapter 
three: they loved. Chapter four: they suffered. Chapter five: 
they were pacified. Chapter six: they died. I knew a woman 
who loved a man who trusted the world too much. He 
bought a fishnet far too coarse and porridge and morphia 
became the centre of their lives. She slept with sailors and 
cried when she scrubbed the floor. But that’s not the point. 
In my first labour pain I thought amazed: This happened 
to Nini Keefer too, who used to be scared of the dark and 
screamed when she stubbed her toe. Whatever their names, 
all those early girls will be patting their double chins now, 
panting on the stairs, easier to please. 

You're too old now, my dear. 

And I’m too old too, my dear. 

Our faces are full of flaws. 

The truth bites into our beauty. 


In the smeared glass jar are two ecstatic newts in a 
long immobile embrace. Sometimes with slow understanding 
they make an imperceptible movement towards each other, 
perfectly balanced on their twig, their eyes outward, their 
snouts upward, their tails curled permanently like teacup 
handles. Is it their pale glowing colour that brings primevil 
memories or their frozen rapturous dance, poised above the 
decaying vegetable matter, the mud and stones, and the 
wet snake in the bottom of the jar? So private a preoccupa- 
tion, so regardless, stirs up dreams of perfection, so sad 
from where I stand. Owls are about. A cat complains. Chil- 
dren murmur with bad dreams. The walnut tree sways in 
a burdened way. The cart tracks wander suggestively off 
into the horizon. The pigs bang their pens. Now it’s dark. 
Just intermittent owls. Cornered. That’s the problem. All 
your children on one ocean raft. What can I say? The in- 
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delicacy of boil-squeezing must be avoided. Thus runs into | 
the system an immense amount of poison, just massed for 
the attack. Can’t I possibly be a bit braver? There’s ignor- 
ance, there’s fear of what might be involved. It’s a natural 
trick to draw a veil over necessary slaughter. Pray slightly, 
as you walk, for appeasement. And practice side-stepping 
secretly. Otherwise, be oblivious. It’s not for you to know. 
Come come come and deliver me out of this curious nervous 
anxious moment into the next one. 


Look around. Keep your eye on the object. Insist on a 
“shape. What size shoe does he take? How big is his collar? 
Who were her people? Where was the scene of the crime? | 
Bigger-and-Better-Than-Me, show me how. You do it. You 
removed my congenital obsession. A big gap is a shock. Wait 
till it fills up. There isn’t time. Now, tell me now. What's 
up? What's doing? Who’s there? Knock, knock. WHO left 
this big experimental mess on the floor? (kind, naughty Mr. 
Hunt!) The womb’s an unweildy baggage. How to stagger up 
with such a noisy weight. (SEE what happens to whores: 
no good words will marry them). How to deal with August, 
so blanched, so near the nub. Be. Do. See. This day that 
was to last forever drops already its dried leaf. It’s true 
what they say about Dixie. She is a girl who has gone astray 
into the meadow without so much as a restraining bag of 
trouble on her back. But back her up. Her back is to the 
wall. The writing thereon is indecipherable. Do a fandango. 
Whip up an impotent senator. Squeeze the gutted gut, the 
wrinkled nerve-end. Night will fall soon (comfortably pat- 
terned pain), night will fall, which means a shady covering 
under which I can partly camouflage my big, pitted, oozing, 
whiskery face. What if love trickles out through the enlarged 
pores? In that case, it will cleanse the contours. But through 
no virtue of your own, mind you. No, not at all. Merely a 
buttery-fingered effort of God's. Also, since it will soon be 
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| evening, crouch expectantly, and you never know, he might 

| take pity on you and send a batch of messages suggesting 
the foolish little thought you invoke so much too furiously. 
Expect mercy, but lie down for the rod. (Fancy, Mr. Hunt! 
Whips exciting! Pray for rain to wash out all the stains). 


I picked these roses because they looked so disgusting 
Just waiting there for the bees to come and ravish them. Can 
love keep free from needs? Needs are bolting in my garden, 
lanky and green, irresponsible with unsuitable conditions. 
There's a change in the soil. Bold mushrooms will appear 
for all to see. I am a girl in trouble. Fie. Make the walls 
ring with a step coming along my corridor. No, not that. 
Yes, that. A simple touch. A rocking moment. A movement 
of peace. Slap me back to sense. Idle hands get idle fancies. 


Sometimes a shaft of pain comes down out of a tree for 
no reason at all, sharp, diagonal, sudden out of a landscape 
it finds the vulnerable bit to pierce into. Happiness is not 
geometrical, but flows in from all sides wherever you look. 
If you are overwhelmed, you might as well relax in the 
whirl. It’s winning. All you can learn is ecstatic surrender. 
Is it reprehensible alchemy to pleasure yourself with inevit- 
able cataclysm? Do you call that expediency? To die, but 
to die with your eye on the need for submission? No, that’s, 


as they say, God’s will. 
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child mine, slumber soon, so drowse; 
who dreaming grows 
between two fictions of the sun and moon, 
and his pavillion 
draws out of grasses, long willow boughs 
where dreamdeep thrushes 
call, call, child mine, to you to 
slumber soon so drowse 
the sunlit moon into your palm of sleep, 
and to beguile 
the trush, the grasses keep, dreamloud 
his voice on bough, 
whilst thou, and thou, tangle:the shifting 
fictions of your waking 
mind, into the thrushnote of your Jana time. 


SONG BY THE WITNESS OF A DEPARTURE 


a high wind blows 
over the long white lea 
lover 
o lover 
over the long white lea 
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thrush, in the maybloom 


where my love is riding? 


over the long white lea 
where 
o where 
can my lovers three, 
man and horse and distance far 
where 
o where 
o no one knows these three 


and a high wind blows 


over the long white lea. 


DIRGE IN TWELVE NOTES FOR A LOST 


Be still: her hair is full 
Of cinders now; and some 
Still hot. 

And if you stir 
Even so gently your fingers, 
Even so gently they rot 
Away in the leavings, 

of yellow glory. 


Be simple meanwhile and tender; 
Where is her requiem? Windweather 
Ruins its tune. 

Its mourners 
Are gay in the thrall of her fire 
That was their street-light, when 
They, all lost, 

sought for her first. 
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Her in a wreath of lupins and clay? 


Now be still. Her body, heavy 
with age elsewhere taken 

is gripped by the rage 

of a thousand pigeons, 

taken by her heart in 
moments of casual glee. 
Forsaken now, they starve 
in the ruined heart’s-cage 

of her memory; bursting it 
with their desperate wings. 


Be still now. Her body, suddenly 


robbed of their flight is 


suddenly heavy; will crush you 


to feathers. Their radium 
gone from her withers, even 
so soon are lead, and her 
breasts have gone iron. 


AU her hair is burned. 

Who will attend her .head 
Clean as a shell and empty 
Of the ocean’s throat? 


All her body is lead. 

Who will warm limbs so pure 
Of ore they bear the lover 
To uncertain fathoms? 


All her voice is gone. 
Who will hear so dumb 


142 


| 
« - | 
‘ "y à : 5 
ae | 
+ fA 

pa 


he Gah Os ro ECC Ls 


sprl he 


u. 


A 


of f eternity become 


Another way of of prison. 
LEO 


7 
/ 


| never, never, Miranda: she fe: 
is dissolved in weed in surge 
in weather 
neap now — thin as weed - AN 
full now — blue as weed ER 
and the iron of her breasts 
is traced in the edge of sand 
| Le di | so gleaming 
flint now — fierce as salt 
stone now — sullen to hold, 
3 and damp, and damp, she cannot 
bear the moonwash tidescurf in her hair 
| : | yellow and fatal as Absolom’s that was 
| a who in this weather could be her lover. 


E Lupins grow in her mouth 

and her hair 

A her hair is the barley root > 
somewhere cut and burned in 

the height of sun. 

Combing, Miranda, her elbows white, in the ocean's are 
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SURPRISE 


Since we are told it we believe it’s true, 
© Or does as it's intended. Birds eat worms, 
The water flows downhill and aunts depart. 
Sea heaves, sky rains and can be blue. 
| Always love cherishes and firelight warms. 
That knocking sound you hear is just your heart. 


Nothing is angry long and all surprises 
. Are well provided for: the dog that died 
SÒ Became a legend and then had its day. 

i Sooner or later someone recognises 
That a mistake occurred and no one lied. 
If that is said to be then that’s the way. 


But soon when doors are opened hints are found 
Of strange disorders that have no because. 
In one room on the ceiling is a stain, 
Someone is missing who should be around, 
Some games are stopped by arbitrary laws 
And an odd I does things it can’t explain. 
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AUTUMN POEM 


Nothing is order now and no forecast 
Can be depended on. Though it’s declared 
To be it may not be so. Each face wears 

A false expression. Yet the very last 
Surprise of all still finds us unprepared. 
Although we say I love you no one cares. 


AUTUMN POEM 


With fires and lights we ward the winter off, 
The damp that falls on Hampstead and the heart. 
Indoors who live alone, inconstant lovers, 

Hear creaking threats in every empty room. 


And leaving parks where summer crumples over 
And leaves are slowly burning in the rain, 

The heart the hungry gull the frightened wheeler 
Would snatch for food on any lighted shore. 


For as before with winter here grows harsher 

The law we suffer under in the streets, 

The self-sufficient south withdrawn not caring 

What wounds have marked the north sincere and raw. 


We know who chance on poverty fall poorer, 
Splintering their sticks of hope to make a fire 
In that queer stillness of October evenings 

As Autumn gutters out behind the trees. 


And growing out of summer’s cast-off clothing, 
Too awkward and too hopeful for our age, 
We pawn to pay for sleeping space this winter, 
Out of the fog and traffic of the brain. 
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I sing upon the dead, then, 


sing to the quick and the quick limb’d 
and the thick-firm wrist, teak-brown 
the thigh from summers’ straw-treading, 


. sing to the dead and the oak still dead on oak-raft 
xi} and the bronzed rope, the rope-tangled wreck 
on the Rock 
and the taupe tide running, unreasoned 
with reef-teething, young, 
i To daemon season the years of summers, 
the denuded neap-line fragrant with myth-rust 
corrosion, expiation, the 
humour of sea-shell, corymb, corruption 
and the jettison-flower dying, 


sing of the stallion breaker turgid, white with 
reeve and wheat-rich in juxtaposition 


and the madding horizon quieted, 


I wait for the storm, and the storm’s passing, 
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That this is not Palinode; this song 
to the psalms of ancestors, I know 


that my corn shrives grey, and grey then 
| in habit of cowls and lawn-sleeves I 


know, that 


it will remain so unharvested; and His 


was ripe with the precession; prompt 
in its own fashion, 


And the weak do walk in the dark 
That the high wind of man walk in sun, 
The strong forager 


_Limnéd bright and holy in the site of Gaspé, 


Gaspé, tent for an Angel, god-rock 


... this granite is an ancient material 
(the strong move in the hot star 
of discovery) these ships 


| that turn the brined alley 


laving the feet and stones of Gaspé 
And gulls spot and sully her pinnacles 
And legends breath in Her crevices, 
the crows make mock of the Rock 
in the sacred rood of Her hardening 
substance; down 
came the sea-blood 
with a wealth of ochre, there 
showing love and quartz in Her aspect, 


Have made wholly pact, with 


, one, cormorant, 


The angel-gull sleeps in the cliff-top 
, sweet are the dreams after Alkaios, 
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and white boughs dance at the rock-edge 
with Arétos leav’d over with dolphins 
and the leaves of the tamarack... 
the hemlock putting down shoots to the sea-surf, 


(this, upon the Dead) 


I sing of leisure 
in the parlance of mariners, upon summers, 
of ales of evening-leisures of mariners of reapers, 


(of) 


the clatter of capstan 
and the click of the paul in its ratchet 

, a covey is rising from wheat-thicket 
with wing-beat, complaining, gold 

is autumn on harvest, the 

hawse-holes golden with hemp-strand 

and claff on the corse of the work-place 

blooded with labour; 


chinquapin chaparral (sequoia) 


and these green with winter, Christos 
again to the masthead 
and a scarlet serif His hurt-marks, again 
limning bright the Rock 
and the tread of its wash on the Waters, 


From Salem, one Spring Monday, three whalers, 
three dolpins at salt-lick, 


three wives at Maundy observances 
and that furrow-sinister, Privation, 


these are the tones of doubt in the low 
muted places, this 
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Leif, proud progenitor, back 
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bearded by hoar from northwards, 
and She bore him few sons... 


Down into Her stoned ruck and rut 
the corn brews rich in the sea-places 
and the tawny wind 
, Sweet and rugose 

can the angel-wind sing! 
sashmaray, sashmaray 


‚the wind freshen’d, then, 


Into the formic tun and rock 

the tansy ice-gods dance with terne-feet 
and a tercel wingéd high on the cliff-top 
, sashmaray, 


Give her firm soccage over these pleasant waters, 
mine work-hand 
spread down upon wateréd sea-spaces 


, wheat-green mine hand to the fiery East, 


then, 
sashmaray, 


Turn through the terren of the wind’s harness 
Miquelon, child! a point Sou’west 
through the further ice, bleak and née of 


neap’s province, I, obscurant 


I have seen a thrips in the grape-vast 
that is called 
Mote, 
where the ice-flote brings Atlantis again 
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unto these waters 
and my carack drops to port, off Saint Pierre, 


we live in small boats by loxodromic myth 
, following the rhumbéd lines 
, sashmaray 


, of the mythical seeds of the heavened Cyclades, 
and the Cape sang, 
Bianor Bianor 
Thy songs shall live forever... 


My grief is pavannéd over the waters, 
my Polaris, 
firm thine hand lichened over the rock 
and thus came poison on mine infirmities, 
came holy again into Atlantis, 


Bianor 
, sung of the young sea-calf 
and the seas are furrowed by the times 
and the commerce of this 
, double-labour... 


And the grape-heart suckles grape, 


I too have followed Her terrible plough, 
hearing the granite’s breath at the sea-floor 
, it is said that these ships have loved Thee. 


The night was rhetor over a vine's heart, 


I see the mischief in the feat lad 
slack at the nets and losel with the hook 


that Leif would not have tolerated his ways, 
up to pranks 


, at bale in the rising dory 
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as one born within the terror of the monstrance, 
ever fealt, 


- E (we have known that awful sea-shelf 
| moving through a devil’s league from Cape Race, 
dropping to a season’d depth 
down to the subaqueous twilight) we came 
up on deck early, saw 
proud Race there, to starboard, shrouded 
va by an evil mist... 
misericordia, again, for those in such peril, 
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È down into the placid send of the comber her ÿ 

| My combat ship slips bold to windward 

19 and the white witch of the Argus 

fa . looks down from wind-top, 

fa 

De 4 
the corn is aristate, the meadows wait for harvest, 


God, I have held to these Mosaic precepts, 
have yielded rightful prebend to my maker 
and trod the fresh grape into wine, 


And the honey stands in amber 
with rhombic crystal beauty in oil-jar, 


I see the water on fire 
and the tall flame of the fore-deck 
savaging the ice, 
and a black cone gives hoist in the tower 
of the black hill in the headland, 
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I shall be nameless, 
that this city shall be named Hochelaga, 
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Myrrh and tuberose, then 
anoints the white stigmata of he poplar, 
the grail of fine commix 
through beaver and rat-pelt and caribou 
shining through the blaze and the baited trap-iron. — 


And on the headland | 
after Three Ships had passed Her, 

the sweet sap of the quartz 

still nourishes the elder. 
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Remember, Love, the elephant and python uv: HSA 

marvellous those isles (the seas were candy floss) e MES 

we stranded Time the summer while it lasted > 
the children rolled our hooped hearts away. 


The snow fell on our houses gable-high «i 
then Christmas came, the longed-for pair of skates 
and love on ice was ever for a winter 


a the children bowled our hooped hearts away. 


In darkened rooms with slide and magic lantern 
the months purred by like moths about a flame 
till April was a morn the blinds pulled up 

y the children rolled our hooped hearts away. 


fe 
È Across the lake the dreaming firefly dusk 

i billowed our sails and sped us into creeks 

È it seemed the stars would never have an ending 
E the children bowled our hooped hearts away. 
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The children rolled our hooped hearts away 
The months purred by like moths about a flame 
The snow fell on our houses gable-high 
Remember, Love, the elephant and python. 


NIGHT IS AN ISLAND 


for Brita 


Colour of grief the evening builds its towers 
as easily as castles on the beach 

the morning rubs away. The green-eyed hours 
drift by across the ceiling out of reach, 

so still we lie in grass in waving grass. 


So still we lie in grass in waving grass 

our anchored hearts sink deeper in the sand. 
The shadow dunes grow mountains as we pass 
explorers of tomorrow’s vanished land, 

so quick the tide comes in the racing tide. 


So quick the tide comes in the racing tide 
the island narrows and the sands are gone 
forever under sea. The headlands fade 

like herons in the hard dawn’s coming on, 
so soon the night is gone the day is here. 


So soon the night is gone the day is here 

the drowning waters gather at the heart, 

drifting dull icebergs where our islands were, 
those evening isles, dream atolls of the heart 
launched in the night and foundered by the day. 
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The pa shrunk Ind shrunk until 


bel: could stand level with the roofs. 
| The belfry stood in air above 


1 4 my head; I watched it sink beneath. 
- The clouds were in my hair, my arms; 


ny knees rose after, then my feet. 


I grew until I touched the sky — 
I was so small I couldn't reach 
| the door-bell of my home at all 
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INVOCATION TO A POEM 


Condense like light on the branch of a cold tree. 
It lies as still as a lynx on the level bough, 


_ The neutral and gentle daylight of the world; 


And primrose buds in the hazel mould 


Of many woods and seasons condense there now, 


And mist there gathers its haunting from many mornings 
And stands between the branches. Out of air. 

Condense and fall, as light or memory 

Or flocks of starlings fall to a tree; 

As the birds close in to rest for a night-time there. 


_ Swarm like the birds on a tree or shine as light 


From surface of bark or leaf, water or metal, 
Or like remembered springs draw in to a small 
Pattern of boughs through a window. All 


Creation is yours; but elect and gather and settle. 
VISIT TO A CHILD AT NIGHT 
Why so still, so wide awake, cold face 
And bird-in-bramble eyes coloured with dark’s darkness? 


The little light, that entering I let in 
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From distant turns of stair, draws whiteness from your skin 
| As even moonless nights from waterfalls 
And tracts of flood and heart-shaped pools. 


Then were you watching night, so quiet I took you 
For long asleep, or did my tread on carpet wake you? 
Or do your eyes, as black as new-born, blind 

Gaze from another night and hemisphere of mind? 

If this is sleep I fear to rouse you, speaking. 

Speak to me first if this is waking. 


Though we seem met by flood or heart-shaped pool, 
By less than moonlight or the moon invisible, 

Caught to a zone of mysteries and dangers, 

It is not for the first time and we are not strangers. 
I say your name. Who should it be but I? 

Asleep or waking, you reply. 


A WOMAN AT A WINDOW 


Under the window a brick-walled garden 

By a suburban lane: 

A nest it seemed, high-built or hollowed, 
Set distant, on a different plane 

From the gravelled way that passers followed. 


So on the stage two scenes are given 
Side by side; in either 

A group performs, miming or speaking 
As if unconscious of the other, 

Though we see both, gods over-looking. 


This Sunday I watch no drama, only 
The ageless, quiet, dark, 
Drawn on to church; couples together 
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With pigeon-pair set for the park 
Through blossom and uncertain weather. 


And the eye with its shallow passion 
Sees all as innocent, 
All as weather and flowering nature; 


- And those within the gate are lent 


This bloom, with every other creature. 


Yet all enhanced here, concentrated, 
Even earth shows browner, bare 
Between narcissi quick and dying. 
The girl who curtains with her hair 
Page and grass where she is lying, 


The boy at gardening with his father, 
Engrossed — I hear their words; 
And not far different I suppose them 


From others of earth’s creatures, birds, 


Trees, men, but to the heart that knows them; 


But to the heart that makes its mastering 
Distinctions, its enclaves 

Here of eternity; from which beginning 
Imagination, from the haunts it loves 

Might break to colonize the world with meaning. 


LOVE OF THE SEASHORE 


We come out of a fern-set lane 

To tamarisk on the foreshore and 

The grass that binds the blond dune sand 
And at the ebb a perfect fan 
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Cast like a dream and soon to fade, 
Fall from its salt and pricking shade; 
To gulls glassed on their ice-blue stretches, 


And to our gull-like outpost stations 

| — Poring on pools and waves in trance, 
. We who are parents, citizens 

From neighbourhoods and occupations. 


Love of the seashore, lasting faith 
| So draws us long past infancy, 
Past youth, to cape and estuary; 
Image of love of sleep + not death; 


Dal 


Mo: love of death, of that full deep 
3 That sluiced from its horizon pours, 
| The Atlantic soul, to bury ours; 

| But tidal dailiness of sleep. 


| Our failure is around us, wrack, 
Spoiled picnic, castle trodden over, 
| Failure alone, failure as lover. 

Cover our lives and give them back. 


| Sleep, rectifying solitude, 

| Sleep that attunes our daylight faces, 
| Brother to free and lonely places 
Brings marvels also on its flood. 


And these like dreams, sea-wave and shell, 
The green-veined blue, the oxblood stone 
Come strange with truth beyond their oun, 
So far-brought, patterned, beautiful, 
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Come laden to us margin-lovers 

Here where we take in hands and sight 

All we can bear of infinite 

— Haunters of thresholds, gulls and plovers. 


THE VINE AT HAMPTON COURT 


Nothing is in its house but the great vine 
And a skein hung of raffia, large to scale, 
And high step-ladder propped on the far wall; 


Nothing but the vine in its long house, 
And the vine grown its house — all but the rock — 
Shaped and clay-coloured, swollen, fantastic stock, 


From which the dedicated branches run 
Piping their roof’s length, held against the sky, 
Earth to the leaves, that give them back the sun; 


Leaves trained to spread to the utmost, tesselate 
Themselves their ceiling, even themselves become 
The light that inhabits sole their empty room; 


Light fair in colour filling wall to: wall. 


For now is spring, the grapes hang high and small, 
The tender light, the lambent tree are all. 
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THE BITTER GROUND 


What is the picture, and the figures where 

Or what figures, and what action in the air? 

We know it is night, I think you are in my arms 
And shadows from the black Medusa-trees 


Net us with wires to pillows like caught birds. 


Is this the picture, or the figures these? 


berries a bitter ground for dancing 
hoof-scored yew and ivy-branch 
black-lipped ivy-branch and yew 
the broken vessel, the bright shoe 


This is the picture, and the figures these: 

Horses and nothing but horses and only dancing, 

And frightened night ploughed out in a steep trench. 
And you and I: oh always I and you 

Watch the nails trampling and the ground wincing. 
True is this picture, and these figures true. 


berries a bitter ground for dancing 
hoof-scored yew and ivy-branch 
black-lipped ivy-branch and yew 
the broken vessel, the bright shoe 
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Whose is the picture, and the figures whose? 
We dare not say who have everything to lose; 
And yet horses are dancing, storm and dream 
Rub in the resined manes, and, all the night 
Electric and luminous in the sleep-green, gleam 


Silver and white. 


berries a bitter ground for dancing 
hoof-scored yew and ivy-branch 

whose arms are horses, and whose shoe 
tramples ivy-branch and yew 


THE FOUNTAIN 


A wild deer stepping lightly to a fountain 

Lowers his head to drink, but his ears like flowers 
Drink the sun-quivering air, spread unawares 
Listening backwards, and his soft eyes slanting 


Backwards into the green trees hand in hand, 

Or the quickset bushes in love they embrace so tightly, 
And the bright scarves of bindweed muffled lightly 

On the white-thorn’s throat, moon-daisies rioting and 


The dog-roses dancing in the bramble-patch. 
Listens and watches. Not a breath. The air 
Shakes fretted with insects, but not anywhere 
A twig crackling, branch shifted, scratch 


Or touch of foot or finger, even the birds 

Nod in the declining sun still near his zenith. 
Drink then. Only the small eyes watch you when 
Like a delicate dancer treading between swords 
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È 

You thread the knife-edged iris, and your mouth 
Dives to its own reflection leaping up 

From the deep glass to meet it lip to lip, 

And dreamily at those soft eyes beneath 


The cold wet mirror gazing at you gaze 

Your own soft eyes. The rock-cold eager water 

From the far chill bones of the mountain thrusts its bitter 
Iced arm tasting of granite (not a noise: 


Not a cry: drink) thrusts up your throat 

Rippling itself like richer water. Fountain 

Be quiet now, you have given yourself. Enchanting 
Him into sleep and dreams, the tinkling note 


Of the stream tumbling in the stone, cold fountain 
Chanting downwards all the afternoon, 

 Lulls him to rest, the pierced and delicate tune 

Of the stream tumbling in the rock enchanting 


The falling and soft airs of summer and 

The drone of hot bees, smell of grass, 

All to fall idle, sleeping in his ears, 

Lulling him to sleep and dreams in the afternoon land. 


‚A wild deer buried in grass and asleep in the summer, 
In the rainbow country, where the sharp white clouds 
Slide like moons in the sky, dropping their shadows 
Like withered petals over the drowned dreamer 


How can we follow him into the heart of his dreams? 
No way. He moves at ease in the world of light: 

We are locked into the little room of thought. 

He is life: we are death. And he is what he seems. 
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DELIA or A MASQUE OF NIGHT 
LIBRETTO FOR A ONE-ACT OPERA 


| (Suggested by George Peele’s play, The Old Wive’s Tale) > 


CHARACTERS 
= SACRAPANT, a magus, — ORLANDO, a knight. — BUNGAY, an 
| se 
Amateur sorcerer. — DELIA, a maiden, — XANTIPPE, wife to 


Buncay. — The CRONE. — Three OwLs. — EcHos. — CHORUS. 


x 


Various woodland animals, (they neither speak nor sing). 


_ In the Pageant: Time, MuraBILITY, Tom, AGE, PAIN, DEATH 
and a CHORUS OF SLAVES. | 


PLACE, An enchanted Wood. — Time, A night of full moon 
| —+Perion, Early Tudor. 


PROLOGUE 


| 
ì 
(In front of the curtain, on which is painted a wood and 
crossroads. It is just before sunset. Enter ORLANDO). | 
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_ Long, long, by an image have I been haunted, a 4 
a Fair, fair, of a maiden in a wood enchanted: sa 
O when, O when shall my desire be granted? 


Di 


- È Dreaming on winter night, 

i Clearly I saw her, 

Seized was my heart at sight 
With longing for her: 

« Who art thou, fair maid? » I cried, 
Joyful and astonished; 

«I am Delia », she replied, 
« Thy true love », and vanished. 


On, on, a pilgrim with one purpose only, 1 
Far, far, in a passage perilous and lonely. 
O still, O still I seek my Delia vainly. 


(Enter, unperceived by him, the CRONE) 


A penny, kind sir, out of charity, 
For I am old and in poverty. 


| ORLANDO (startled): 


God save thee, crone, I saw thee not. 
What dost thou here in this wild spot? 


È 


| CRONE: 
Hips and haws I gather for food, 
A penny, kind sir, for the crone of the wood. 


ORLANDO: 


A penny, crone, thou shalt surely have 
To spend in the ale-house, God thee save. 
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And if I prosper in my quest 
Of silken gowns thou shalt have the best. 


CRONE (chuckling): 


Is she so fair? 


ORLANDO: 
Thou hast rightly guessed. 
Fair she is above all the rest, 
Red as blood and white as snow, 
Seeking her through the world I go. 


(During the CRONE’s speech the lights begin dimming; sunset 
glow, gradually darkened). 


CRONE: 


Kind, sir Knight, hast thou been to me; 
This willow twig I will give to thee, 

To guide thee when thine eyes are blind, 
If thou lose thy love, it will her find. 
But once, only once, it used may be; 

So keep it for thy time of need. 
Farewell, and to my words pay heed: 
He that in the savage wood 

To stranger and wild beast is good, 

He that; when his love he woos, 
Compels her not but lets her choose, 

He that, taunted by a foe, 

Answers not with blow for blow 

Nor in anger draws his sword, 

Shall obtain a great reward. 

Wilt thou swear, Sir Knight, by this holy willow 
My counsel faithfully to follow? 


ORLANDO: 


Crone, I swear it. 
Stay. Who art thou? She is gone. 
I am alone and night comes on. 
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RECITATIVE 


Blind wood, deaf wood, dumb wood. O would you could 


grant my will! 
ECHO: I will. 
A voice Do I dream? Then again. Dost thou know where 
Delia is? 
ECHO: Yes. 
Shall I see her face and pour in her ears my orison? 
ECHO: Aye, soon. 
O joy! Away! Which path shall I take, that or this? 
ECHO: This. 


ARIA 


As the hoped for moment nears, 
As this wood I enter, 

Premonitions, sudden fears, 
Shake my being’s centre. 

« Fickle is a woman’s mind, 

Delia well may prove unkind », 
Whispers Doubt, the traitor. 

Shall I be unwelcome now? 

FIRST ECHO: Come now! 

SECOND ECHO: Come now! 


O, if that should be, then how, 
How shall I persuade her? 
FIRST ECHO: Aid her! 
SECOND ECHO: Aid her! 
(exit) 


(Darkness. Then, during the following chorus, THE CURTAIN 
SLOWLY RISES to reveal a semi-circular clearing in the enchant- 
ed wood. Moonlight. Stage left, the entrance to a cave; fur- 
ther up-stage, an entrance into the clearing, revealing a view 
of thickly wooded forest; stage centre, at the back, an enor- 
mous rock which blocks off any view of what is behind it. 
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The base of the rock is reached by a slight incline; stage 
right, a platform connected with the stage level by a ramp 
that descends towards the back along the semi-circle; on the 
platform, the entrance to a ruined tower; of the tower itself 
enough can be seen to show a small balcony above the en-. 
trance; between the tower and the rock, the forest and scat- 
tered trees. BUNGAY is seen at the rise of the curtain seated © 
on a tree stump near the cave entrance. During the Chorus, 
various wood animals walk about or, if possible, execute a 
dance). 


CHORUS: 


As the moon rises we come a-dancing, 
About in a spiral or round in a ring. 
Softly the white weirs murmur. 


As the dew falls on the hawthorn-tree, 
All night long we foot it lightly. 
Softly the white weirs murmur. 


About in a spiral or round in a ring, 
With linked hands all to our liking. 


Softly the white weirs murmur. 


All night long we foot it lightly, 
On the hill, in the wood, by the shore of the sea. 
Softly the white weirs murmur. 


With linked hands all to our liking, 


While the owl whoops and the bat takes wing. 
Softly the white weirs murmur. 


On the hill, in the wood, by the shore of the sea, 
Without heart-longing or heart-envy. 
Softly the white weirs murmur. 


While the owl whoops and the bat takes wing, 
As the moon rises we come a-dancing. 
Softly the white weirs murmur. 
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e stage is empty now, except for Buneay, still reading). | 
Enter XANTIPPE). 00 


4 , y 


ANTIPPE : 


_ Here, then, you hie to hide from me, here to the woods — 
i you come \ 


To seek out your sure perdition in idleness and folly 
While a husband and a father are wanting at home. 


| a 
Peace, woman, peace! The ground you tread is holy: 
I have come here to nurse my melancholy. 


Then think on your home neglected, your good-wife nigh | 
gone mad, | | 


i. Bare cupboard, ingle cold, wantons wailing for your 
return, | 


_ And you will need no sorcery, I trow, to make you sad. 


Peace, woman, peace! Here we are under Saturn: 
I must have quiet to unveil the pattern. 


DUETTINO 
‘Buncar and XANTIPPE (aside): 


Woe, the day were plighted, 
Alas, the day we wed, 
And I for life united 
To a rasping shrew. 
To an empty head. 
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Buneay: 


Good Xantippe, I stray not, but seek out wisdom 
In its dwelling with the high Magus Sacrapant; 
This is no woman’s matter. 


XANTIPPE: u 
Our children be, God grant!! 
Think, Bungay, on sweet Margaret and rosy Isobel, | 
Fat Philip, small Robin, gay Mary, blithely singing Nell, 


Pink saintly James, frolicsome George and wise little 
Geoffrey... 


| BUNGAY: 


x 


A magus has no children and a magus I would be. 


XANTIPPE: 


A magus thou! O stupid I that did not under lock 
My husband keep, a plague... 


BUNGAY (finding spell in his book): 


Dai 


Eureka! This opens the rock 
Now. A little peace, a little reverence, 
Woman, and you shall see I stray not. I commence. 


en en 


(Draws a diagram on the ground with a stick and intones) 


Hic. Haec. Hoc. 
The fiddle and... 


(A man-sized owl walks onto the stage). 
By all the saints! 
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Well, if e had ie e be, let us ge Bria 


3 IE quickly strike that it for us may lay an egg of gole 4 
E sonia): Eata, theeta, 

4 Lo and behold, 

Pie-upsey, pie-upsey, 

3 An egg of pure gold. 

(Pause). 


Well, bird, the egg! | de A 
OwL: o y . : a t f 
i + 1548 
_ Tu-whit. Ag 
21 BUNGAY: : oY 
a 
The egg, I say. Vhs 
j ; Ow. : È 
È Tu-whoo. 
L E UNGAY: Due 
_ What shall I do? 


| (Consulting his book): 


Ah, now I see, that spell is but for geese! 


a Tu-whit. Tu-whoo. — 
9 (Exit OwL) 


| BUNGAY (depressed): 


I was not melancholy enough, pure enough, 
Single in thought enough; — an unworthy caitiff. 


Come home, then. 
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1 shall be of. 
(Exit Xantippe angrily). 


© XANTIPPE (returning from the side of the stage): 
le 


Bungay, come back with me, 


= Buncay (without looking up): 


Peace woman. 
(Xantippe leaves in utter exasperation): 


Once more I commence. 


Hic, haec, hoc, 
The fiddle and the stock, 

Horum, quorum, high cockalorum, 
Open rock. 


(A series of loud explosions. Buneay claps his hands to his 
ears). o 


Mother, of mercy, help! I perish! 


(SACRAPANT appears from his tower and holds up his hand). 


* 


4 at = SACRAPANT: 


Cease! 
What rumorous fool intrudes upon my peace? 


BUNGAY: 


Sacrapant! (He kneels). 
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Master of wisdom magical, 
Both sub-lunary and angelical, ee 

Mighty and high one, 148 
Forgive my intrusion. TEE 


(Pause. BUNGAY gets slowly and nervously to his feet). 


Master... I, t00,... ardor divinarum... 00° 
You understand me... rerum... 
Humbly... but she... 

Wife... in her jealousy 

Of high philosophy... 

È | Vita contemplativa... ; 
fey: Would not let me leave her... d 
__ Yow see... here... a man... 
q I did what I can... 

a Bo! and she ran! 


(Pause. BUNGAY laughs nervously): 


UNGAY: 


A Now that she is gone, È 
ie We men can get on, 

| For it is impossible 

Li To procure a miracle, 

4 Call the Heavenly Venus 

ñ To guide us, to clean us, 


Should amor ferinus — 
: — My wife you understand — 
sa Be always at hand 
With gabbles and hisses 
And cloying kisses, 


5 Ì I wants and I wisses, 
Tittling and tattling 
Ro And pots rattling 


And ba-ba and ’sblood, 
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By the rood, 
Shall not and should, 
Till, help me God, <a) 
I must finally say, 

From all woman, libera me. 


_ (Pause. He kneels). 


Accept a poor disciple who in wisdom wants a master, | 
And I will serve you well — by Simon and by Zoroaster. 


È (Pause). 


SACRAPANT: 


at 


To know high mystery, do you so yearn? 


—_— BUNGAY: : 


Master, much more — I faint, I freeze, I burn. 


. SACRAPANT: 


You shall. 


Buncary: 
Grammercy! 


(SACRAPANT makes a gesture and «animals come out of 
wood carry BUNGAY off). 


SACRAPANT: 


Thus, fools of magic learn. 
(Suddenly laughs). 


You have come opportunely, 
Delia doth crave 

7 A pet-bear to have; 

Her bear you shall be. 


YES? SIIT 


_ (He makes a magic gesture. A yelp is heard from BUNGAY 


ls IA AAA AAA sn ds 
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off-stage. During the end of the foregoing the CRONE has enter- 
ed and stands at the opposite side of the stage to SACRAPANT, 
who turns and notices her after a moment). 


SACRAPANT : 


My old antagonist, my true-sworn foe. 


CRONE (mockingly): 


What mighty runes to work such simple ends. 


SACRAPANT : 


The base and stupid work their proper woe. 
(CRONE laughs): 


| SACRAPANT : 


Yes, mock me, thy quaint mockery offends 
The night with lunacy; and yet, thou too 
Knowest I speak the truth. 


‘CRONE: 


That none contends; 
But here is more, truth also: to woo 
Fair Delia, enchanting Delia, thy delight, 
A prince comes, gallant, handsome, brave and true, 
And that which drives him, mightier than might, 
Wiser than runes, will find her finally; 
To bar him helps thee not; he comes to-night. 


SACRAPANT: 


What drives him dwells in mere mortality; 
Find her he may, woo her he can; to her 
Content is certain here: she will stay with me, 
The life she knows. 
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Like thou she would know more. 
The flame-lit globe, the hidden crystal sphere 
That holds thy life immortal and the lore 
Beyond learning, that it be quenched, no fear 
Hast thou? 


| SACRAPANT: 
i, Nor force nor magic can. | 
| 
CRONE: i 
bes | 
Who lit I 

The flame for thee? Knowest thou, mighty seer? è. 


SACRAPANT (dream-like at first, then gradually stronger): 


So long it is that I have studied it, 

Almost, meseems, that always it was mine, 
Always my life enclosing sure, and yet, 

| Finding it here and knowing it divine, 

O dimly I recall. With steadfastness 

I read its secrets by its potent shine 

And read that none but a son born motherless, 
A thing impossible, can put it out! 


CRONE: 


A son born motherless? Haply thou? Y 


SACRAPANT : 


Thy guesses 
For sextons keep! 


CRONE: 
The flame, who lit it? 
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Re _ Nought, sweet foe, 
Tf thou art certain, but — thou knowest not. 


SACRAPANT : 


Mocker, be gone! $ 


CRONE (exiting slowly): aa a 


The mortal prince may know. 


SACRAPANT: | 


y | Be still! 


a Who lit the flame? Who lit the flame? 


Go! 2 


QUASI ARIOSO 


(q Go. Slip through the night, quicksilver thief 
3 Who robs me of my peace. Eternity! 
y Means it eternal grief? 
Delia! Delia! 
The time of choice has come, will she 
+ Give me the answer? 


E Yes. She must, she will; my life awaits 
Fulfillment of the heart that 1 would own 
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Beyond the meddling 
Delia! Delia! 
My light! O leave me not alone! 
What is the answer? 
(Enters the tower). 


ANI L Sal 


fates: 


(Enter XANTIPPE precipitously). 


ARIA 
Not here! O I fear he has fled me! 
No wonder! It is all my blame, 


For in truth I knew at our wedding 
I took his follies with his name. 


But I forgot 

All that he is 

That brought me bliss 
And saw, I wis, 

All he is not: 

Now he is gone, 
Untended, alone. 


" | 


A PE rss fn 


A scold and a shrew to my coney 
I was and did ever reprove; 
From where’er you may be, O call me, 
And I will answer you with love. 


(SACRAPANT enters on his tower aloft with light). 


XANTIPPE: 


What's that? God preserve me, but to-night is a wicke 
night. 
(Runs into the cave). 


_ SACRAPANT: 


O my immortal light! 
My best of love that fends me from the day 


a AA 
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And change’s appetite, 
There's none who may thy mystery and worth, 
Like mine, consign to earth, 
No gaudiness that in our wisdom may 
Breed folly or decay. 
What! Shall this heart and brain be common food, 
Cold, rotten solitude? 
Never, I swear, and cry to the mocks of doubt, f 
As nothing lit thee, nothing shall put thee out! 
No, we shall be renewed 
When time has put the elements to rout, 
Into the sea of night we two will dive 
i To pass like flame beyond the stars — alive! 
| (Re-enters tower). 


_XANTIPPE (peeping out): 


That is most hellish Sacrapant. Perdy I understand; 
Surely in peril magical is my good husband. 


I must remain. i 

(Retires. Sacrapant comes out of tower and approaches rock af 

| in centre). È 
SACRAPANT: CA 
nti 
The time to see my Delia is at hand. È 

(Intones): 

In the name of Noname who 

Guards the everlasting yew Be 


Of the uttermost abyss, 
Rock, fly open to my hiss. 


(The rock splits open revealing a perspective of Graeco- 
Egyptian columns; also lit Tudor ‘chandeliers’. DELIA enters 
followed by an animal entourage, including three Owıs and 
Buncay, now a bear, who holds her train with one hand 
and his book of magic with the other). 
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Welcome, my child, the fair night welcomes 
| Delia, its fairest ornament. 


SACRAPANT: 


Then, Delia, tell ce 
If I have laboured well : | 
| To form slave-bear and furnish your content. 


Wish on, my child, for your sweet wishes, 
Delia, shall here be deified. 


I have no wishes. 


pi 4 SACRAPANT: 

May, Delia, I dare 

To wish you wish to share 
F At last my life eternal? O decide! 
DELIA: 

Alone, a child and lost, you saved me, 

Master, my life is in your debt. 
SACRAPANT: 


More would I give you. 
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TO 
DELIA: 


All I could want _— 


(Itis your will to grant, 


Now you would honor me, I AR and yet... 


- SACRAPANT: 


_ 4h yes, my child... and yet? 


DELIA: 


pu 


A green field do I see betimes in memory, ; 

All fair with flowers pranked and an air melodious, 

Making of green a green more live, that calls to me 

« Want! » and I see no mote; « Want! » and all fair is 
treacherous; 

Weeping again, I am lost and you so bountiful 

Find me again, and I know that green impossible. 


| SACRAPANT: 


Fancies, my child, to still such fancies, 
Delia, consent, and future good 
Shall take your fancies. 


_ Deu: 


Ah yes, I know, 
And I would have it so, 
Almost, I think... I’m hungry: fetch me food. 


_ SACRAPANT: 


My child shall have her food. 


(As SACRAPANT recites, a table rises out of the earth and 
animal servants bring in food. Delia toys with her food, oc- 


_casionally feeding BUNGAY). 
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% SACRAPANT (intoning): 
5% Spread the table, lay the dishes, 
A Filled with all that Delia wishes, 
e Slices of the whitest bread 
Thick with honey overspread, 
Custards, sugar-plums and cake 
Such as emperors’ kitchens bake, 
- Scarlet strawberries in cream, 
Syrups soothing as a dream, 
Lemon curd, crab-apple jelly, 
Pleasing to her litile belly, 
While to please her little ear, 
She a merry round shall hear. 


ee e 


y pinto orcs fnac pre 


THREE OWLS: 


ROUND 


El N) dard 


On a snowy bank one Christmastide 
| A mouse and an oul sat side by side: 
« 0! O! » cried the mouse, 
Pll run to my house 
If you spare my life, 
And fetch you my wife ». 
«No! No! » cried the owl, | 
Br «Pm a hungry fowl, : 
And she’s thinner, she’s thinner... » 
« Thinner than who? » 
« Thinner than you! » 
And gobbled him up for her dinner, 
With a hoo, hoo, hoo, hoo, hoo. 


aby 


dt di i 


È _ DELIA: 


Master, no more. Have them all sent away. 
All but my page; my page can stay; 


a And I wish someone new to speak with... 
È 
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A 


OES tion Ba er en of the es = at ie far 
off, then gradually nearer and more ee: 


Delia... Delia, Delia, DER etc. 


ACRAPANT (indicating the voices): 


3 As you say. 
(During the following, the table sinks, the servants vanish, 
leaving only Sacrapant, Delia and Bungay). i 


i DUET 
ACRAPANT (aside): “ni 
i 
di at The prince comes 
To woo Delia; 
Mi Does he indeed 
#1 Bring an answer? 
È; Use him I shall 
È | Her longings to still. | 


f 

Detta (aside): 

Who is it comes 

Calling Delia? 

Ah, shall I hide 

Or shall I answer? 

What wisdom shall 

| Direct my will? a 


ri Dr n 


aan : 


One to speak with: could wish be granted faster? 
I go. Call if you wish me. 


DELIA: 
Thank you, master. 


(Exit SACRAPANT to tower). 


| 
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zn 
À met, 


AUL 


SER 


y È EcHogs (near): 


| LI 
ua 

NI AP A 
/ 


Delia... Delia... Delia. Sa 


What now shall guide me? 
I had best hide me, 
From there to see 
What this may be. 


_ (Hides behind tree). 


Se 


ORLANDO (bursting in): 


| Delia! | + 
| (Seeing Bungay): 
A bear! 
(Reaches for his sword). 
| No, I have sworn, 
My sword shall not this night be draun. 
Must I then die before the morn? 


, 


-—Buncay (throwing himself at Orlando’s feet): 


Mercy, good Prince! Have mercy! 


x 


ORLANDO: | 
Whats here? 


BUNGAY: 


A meek, mild bear,a new-born bear, 
Late an apprentice sorceror; 
Bungay, my name. O charity! 


+ ORLANDO: 


Fear not. 
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| Buneay: | ps 
| Fear you the sorcery 

Of Sacrapant; be thanked — and flee. 


. DeLIA (behind tree): 


Ah, fair to see! 
Gentle, brave and kind is he. 


ORLANDO : 


This is the place, yet where is she? 


DELIA (Stepping forth): 
You have been sent to speak with me? 


(Pause, Orlando and Delia look at each other). 


TRIO 
ORLANDO: 


O mine oun true love, 

My vision, then, was true; 
Far, far have I journeyed, 

Led by a dream of you: 
Ah, lovelier than a vision, 

Than any dream more bright, 
Reject not your Orlando, 

Accept your true knight. 


DELIA: 


Kind sir, your words bewilder, 
Though, surely, they mean well; 

My heart they make uneasy, 
Though why I cannot tell. 


ORLANDO: 


My love, my life are subject 
Unto your love’s command; 
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- Reject not your Orlando, 
Say that you understand. 
Say, say, that you can love me, | 
1 End you a lover’s woe, 
do. | And from this wood together, 
RR For aye we two shall go. 


— BUNGAY (aside): 


His words of love remind me 
Of my Xantippe, Woe! 

That once we were together, 
And I have let her go. 


From. here, my shaded castle, 
Into the distant day, 

You would that I should follow? 
What is this you say? 


E ORLANDO (aside): 


È 
| 
: 


O strange enchantment! 
AP She understands me not; 
| O Love, lend me thy power 
Against this charmed spot! 
Detta (aside): : 
; O strange awakening, 
I understand you not; 
| O what may be his power 
To move me? Love? or what 
Brings me so near to weeping, 
Yet sadness cannot be? 


Buneay (aside): 


O who can break the power 
Of this accursed spot? 
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Eyes, be not done with weeping 
Lost is our Xantippe! 


Come, come with your Orlando 
To felicity. 


IA stamps her foot and points to BUNGAY). 


Deu: 


è Why have you come? What do you here? 
y _ See, you have saddened my poor bear! 


“À Good Prince, simple am 1 and weak; 
Ù You, you alone can help me. 
E 


i; Speak 


ARIETTA 


My wife, my good wife, alas! ‘hue I did not heed her, 
And now this guise 
Unto all eyes 

I wear; 


| While she, my good wife, who knows where the spells 


[may lead her 
That fill this wood? 
You, brave and good, 
May dare 
To find my good wife, and tell her I so do need her, 
Her husband, now a bear. 
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Buneay bursts into floods of tears. As an answer to ORLANDO, 


DELIA: 


BUNGAY: 


ORLANDO: 


Here. Take this wand: its true direction heed you. 
And to your wife, your true love, it will lead you. 


To hear him plead | 
Of wife, of need 
Moves me to cede 
My willow wand 
Into his hand; 
Yet, dare I? 


To hear one plead 
Of wife, of need, 
Is strange indeed, 
Past my command 
To understand; 
Why care I? 


Will she understand 
I am her husband, 
Though a bear I? 


(Bungay takes the wand, which leads him to the cave. He 
enters. A scream is heard. Xantippe rushes out and take 


refuge behind Orlando. Bungay re-enters and starts to er, 


again). 


BUNGAY: 


| 
| 
QUARTET | 


— 


My heart must break. She knows me not. Why should she? 


O grief! O pain! 


Yet even if she knew me well, then would she 


Love me again? 
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| 


| 
XANTIPPE : 


| O night insane! 
Where mages, bears, sprite lamps, in one place woody 
| Hold evil reign! 


DELIA: 


Poor bear, he weeps the more; to find his lady 
| Was but in vain. 


ORLANDO: 


I must explain. 


ORLANDO (to Xantippe): 


Be not afeared, good dame; this bear you see 
Your husband is, changed by foul sorcery. 


XANTIPPE (to Bungay): 


Bungay? In truth? 
(BUNGAY nods and hangs his head). 
| Poor silly, come to me! 


(XANTIPPE sits on a tree-stump. BUNGAY buries his head in 
her lap. She comforts him). 


ARIETTA 
XANTIPPE: 


Rest you, rest you, have no fear: 
Love is love and I am near. 
Folly ends, magic fails, finally: 
Let the world still 
See what it will, 
Our world is here 
Where I my only loved one see. 
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COR 


ee 


QUARTET 


How, even in adversity, 
They happy seem, as though distress 
bi Were nought beside togetherness. 


# 


see xl pair dl jocs bn cn fl te are ge = 


O God of Love, enlighten me, 
For, should I lose her, my distress 
Would make my world a wilderness. 


BUNGAY and XANTIPPE: 


I was wrong as wrong could be; 
But that is over; now we bless 
Our mishap with togetherness. 


DUET 
‘ORLANDO: 


O Delia, hear me, know that evil is this wood; 
Trust you my love, my love is true, I swear! 
To the day, to the light, to the green and the good, —— 
Together let us repair! 


DELIA: 


Now am I certain, I see it again, ah! clear. 
The green, green field, it bids me love! I go! 


From the night, from the wood, from the magic and fear 
Together let us... 


DELIA (pushing Orlando violently away): 
Ah! No! 


(ORLANDO stares at her in surprised alarm. BUNGAY and XAN 


TIPPE get to their fest. DELIA continues in a semi-trance ob 
livious of them). 
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Tears, tears... impossible... 
Find me and save me! 


O fancies... eternal, Be 
Bountiful, save me! 


>. si Delia! e Y E 
Too bright! Too far! Too wild 
Delia! ù | 
Come to me, master! 


ACRAPANT (appearing instantly): 


You called me, my child? 


(DELIA runs to SACRAPANT. ORLANDO stands defiant, facing 
them. XANTIPPE puts her arms round BUNGAY and also looks 
refiantly at SACRAPANT. SACRAPANT appears to notice no one 
‚but DELIA). 


| 
È 
po 
Dein: | 
È Master, I need your help. HUE 
SACRAPANT : 

I know. 
Is it, my child, you wish to go? 


DELIA: 0 | 
Yes, master; yet I am afraid. 
Love was not to be disobeyed, 
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Love that unto the long unseen — 
Delirium of remembered green 

| Would take me; then, I know not why, 
Came fear. Explain. 


| SacrapANT (to Orlando): 
What want you? 


ORLANDO: 


I 


Obeyed a dream and came to woo. 


SACRAPANT : 


You did what you were meant to do. 


ORLANDO (to Delia): 
Do you not, Delia, hear the call 
Of the bright day? 


SACRAPANT : 
And is that all 
You have to tell? 


ORLANDO: 


I told my love. 


SACRAPANT: ha 


Green princeling, that is not enough! 

Delia, I shall explain what laws obey 

The lovers and the fields of gaudy day. 

Show you 1 shall of Time and of his slaves: 
This life you know. Decide! Does he that craves 


Your love — since you are free — allow that you ma 
choose N 
Between us? 
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I am prepared. 


RAPANT and ORLANDO (aside): 


I cannot lose! 


4 ; QUINTET 


| Spirits of darkness, rouse ye in full accord! 
Spew your illusion forth, O rocks and trees and caves! 
Let all nocturnal magic spread abroad! 


as (aside): 


_ Spirits of daylight, give me your full accord! 


È a I choose well! 


re 


= and XANTIPPE (aside): 
aa Protect us, thou, o light that saves! 


Orar, DELIA, BUNGAY and XANTIPPE (aside): 


A For all nocturnal magic is abroad! 


(They take their places about the stage). 


SACRAPANT: 
< Behold the world of Time and of his slaves. 
2 (THE PAGEANT BEGINS) 


(Funeral March. Enter TIME on a chariot drawn by human 
slaves of both sexes, followed by MUTABILITY, ToIL, AGE, 
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PAIN and DEATH. TIME (masc.) has a wooden leg and carrie 
an hour-glass, MUTABILITY (fem.) a wheel, Tor (masc.) a 
oxgoad, AGE (fem.) a rosary, PAIN (masc.) an instrument © 
torture and DEATH (fem.) a crepe-covered drum). 


TIME: 


I, Time, of all things that are made am king, 
Sovereign supreme over every element; 
Without me is no causative happening, 
Sun, moon and stars to me are obedient, 
Likewise all creatures moving and sentient, 
And man, proud man, that knoweth he is alive, | 
Is thrall to me and to my children five. | 


CHORUS: 
By Word mysterious 
Of the One-in-Three 
So is it with us, 
So ever to be. 


MUTABILITY: 


Some Chance me call, some Mutability; 

All things I alter that none may have rest, 
To one I bring joy, to another misery, 

My secrets may by no Solomon be guessed, 

I turn my wheel as liketh me best, 
And man, proud man, that would be permanent, 
Is unstable, varying from moment to moment. 


CHORUS: 


As the rivers various 
Flow to one sea, 

So is it with us, 

So ever to be. 
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Tom: 


I am Toil. The ploughman I prod with my goad 
To delve in poor soil for a crop scanty, 
I lay on the housewife many a grievous load, 
Oppose worn sailors with winds contrary 
And clerks with points of great perplexity, 
And man, proud man, wishing the long day ended, 
In sweat shall earn, in tears shall eat his bread. 


CHORUS: 
As the hot sun luminous 
Scorcheth the lea, 
So is it with us, 
So ever to be. 


AGE: 


I am Age. None shall bribe me with silver or gold. 
Forgotten by youth in the may of his lust, 

But after short summer there cometh my cold; 
The primrose I wither, the treasure I rust, 
Palace and temple I crumble to dust, 

And man, proud man, shall weep and be dismayed, 

Seeing his wit, strength, beauty fail and fade. 


CHORUS: 
Round castles ponderous 
Cold winds blow free, 
So is it with us, 

So ever to be. 

PAIN: 


I am Pain. I burn, I twist, I pierce, I break, 
The tender flesh dispiteously I assail 
With sudden pang and dull unending ache; 
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The lord sore wounded, the lady in her travail, 
Each calleth for mercy but to no avail, 
And man, proud man, paleth and cryeth « Alack! », 
When that his body I bind to my rack. 


CHORUS: 
Since Eve rebellious 
Robbed the high tree, 
So it hath been with us 
And so is to be. 
DEATH: 


I am Death. My wanton look causeth great fear; | 
Though my breath stinketh and my skin be loathsome, , 
| From my embrace no heart may recover; 
My music is harsh, grim and unwelcome, 
Yet all that liveth must follow my drum, 
And man, proud man, to his hurt and grievance 


Must leave his friends alone with me to dance. 


CHORUS: 
Till the trump ominous 
End our history 
As it hath been with us, 
So is it to be. 
(THE PAGEANT ENDS) 
SACRAPANT: 


Well, Delia, has this pageant of your doubts relieved you? 


DELIA: 


It cannot be. I never will believe you. 


SACRAPANT : 


Ask your knight if I deceive you. 
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SACRAPANT: 


See, it is so. 

Dare you then go 
Out of my night 

To this day bright, 
There to endure 
These ills for sure? 
Well may you fear. 
Stay, Delia, here 
Where, as you know, 
It is not so. 


‘ORLANDO: 


Yes, it is so, 

Yes, if you go 

Out of this night 
To the day bright, 
You will endure 
These ills for sure. 
Well may you fear, 
My Delia, dear. 
Alas, I know 

That it is so. 


QUINTET 


DELIA: 


Can it be so? 

If I should go 

Out of his night 
To your day bright, 
Must I endure 
These ills for sure? 
I shake with fear. 
Orlando, dear, 

Say No, say No, 


It is not so. 


BUNGAY and XANTIPPE: 


Great Magus, O 
Please let |] go 


him 
Pity [rg ] plight 
With spell or rite 
Restore HA nature 
us 
To human feature 


Who pesi here 


wanders 
As a broun bear. 
Your mercy show, 


Please let Fa go 


Vs, 


DELIA: 


I begin to Diderot 
Take, Orlando, take my hand. 


ARIA 


How joyful, clear, and loud and fast 
My heart I hear, my doubts are past. 
Away all fear! The die is cast. 
Orlando, dear, my mind at last 

I know. 
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Come death, come grief, 
Sacrapant will I leave 
To Orlando cleave, 
With you will I go. 


SACRAPANT: 


No! No! She shall stay, I say. She shall not go. 


Battle to battle I challenge you, Sir Knight, 
Battle to battle for Delia to fight. 


XANTIPPE: 


Battle to battle Give him; Sir Knight, 
Battle to battle the tyrant to smite. 


ORLANDO: 
Peace be with you, Sir Sacrapant. 
Battle to battle I may not grant. 


BUNGAY : 


Beware, beware of Sacrapanı! 
Battle to battle do not grant! 


ORLANDO: 


Peace be with you, for I have sworn 
My sword this night shall not be drawn. 


SACRAPANT: 


No peace. Your cheek with my glove I will smite 
That Delia may know you are no true knight.. 


DELIA: 
Orlando. Orlando. 
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ORLANDO: 

| God’s bones, I will show 
If I be knight or no. 
I have wished you peace 
By the mass, truly... 


(He draws his sword). 


A TORRENT OF EcHos: 


You lie, you lie, you lie, you lie, etc. 


OrLANDO (he totters): 
IS, 
MORE EcHOS: 
I, Teka LeIsete. 
ORLANDO (he falls): 
Die. 
Morr ECHOS: 
| Die, die, die, die, die, etc. 


(The noise crescends and accelerates. Lights flash. Black- 
ut. The echos die away. A pause of utter silence. When 
the lights come on again, the Magus and Delia have disappear- 
ed, Orlando lies on the ground unconscious, watched anxious- 
ly by Bungay and Xantippe). 


DUET LEADING TO TRIO 


BUNGAY: 

Kyrie eleison 
XANTIPPE: 

We are undone. 
BUNGAY: 

Plangere of no avail is, 
XANTIPPE : 


All hopes are vain. 
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BUNGAY: 

Magus crudelis 

Our knight hath slain 
XANTIPPE: 

Still as a stone is, 

He lieth here dead. 
BUNGAY: 


In os leonis 
He put his sweet head. 


BUNGAY and XANTIPPE: 
Requiem aeternam toll 


For Orlando’s soul. 


(Orlando comes to, looks round, remembers, rises to his feet, 


clutching his head). 


ORLANDO: 
Ah woe! Ah woe! 


BUNGAY and XANTIPPE: 
Gloria! 
It is not sc. 
Dormiebat in a swound 


ORLANDO: 
With shame I am sore vexèd 


BUNGAY and XANTIPPE: 


Nunc resurrexit 
He standeth on ground. 


ORLANDO: 
O grief! O bitter wound! 
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À (The CRONE approaches). 
| CRONE: 


Met again, Sir Knight. Why weepest thou? 
Ill hath fared thy quest, I trow. 


ORLANDO: 


Good Beldame, for shame I dare not tell. 


CRONE: 
Enough, enough! I know full well. 
Hadst thou not drawn thy sword, my son, 
Delia were already won. 
| ORLANDO: 
Help me, good beldame, once more I pray, 
| And I will in all things thee obey. 
| Buneay and XANTIPPE: 
Help him, good beldame, we beg of thee, 
This knight hath shown us much charity. 
CRONE: 


With a promise, Sir Knight, thou art always ready. 
If 1 aid thee once more thy love to free, 

The cost, I warn, will be full heavy. 

Wilt thou pay the price that I ask of thee? 


ORLANDO: 
| If I pay not the price thou shalt ask of me, 
May I sweet Delia never see. 
CRONE: 
Sweet Delia then thou shalt never see 


Unless, unless thou marry me. 
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ORLANDO (aside): 
O cruel choice! Woe, woe is me! 
That sentence is indeed full heavy. 
Buncax (to Xantippe): 


I’ faith, by Him that died on tree 
That sentence is indeed full heavy. 


CRONE: 


Come! Yea or Nay? Wilt thou be mine 
Or in the rock shall Delia pine? 


XANTIPPE (to Bungay): 
Fie! Fie! That lechery should be 
In one so old and foul to see! 
OrLANDO (aside): 


Though Delia never shall be mine 

I cannot leave her here to pine. 

So be it. Yea. Set Delia free 

And this very night I will marry thee. 


CRONE: 


Approach, Sir Knight, my meuth to kiss 
In courteous earnest of thy promise. 


BUNGAY (to Xantippe): 


Her bed is no rosy bower, I wis. 


XANTIPPE (to Bungay): 


If I clout her not, may I Heaven miss. 
(Solemn music. The Crone throws back her hood mask, re- 
vealing herself as a Goddess. Mysterious Light. The others 
fall on their knees). 
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CRONE: 


| Fear not, dear mortals. The Lady of the Green 


I am, of Night and Elfland the high Queen, 
Whom some Diana, some Dame Nature call, 
To all that live wise Mother original. 
Fear not, Sir Knight, and set thy mind at peace; 
From thy late vow I do thee straight release. 
I did but try thee, thine inmost heart to prove, 
If thou thy Delia didst most truly love, 
Which by thine answer thou hast plainly shown, 
Her liberty preferring to thine own. 
My children three, now listen and mark well. 
One alone shall never thrive, 
Three in concert must contrive; 
One knows where and one knows what, 
One can do what two cannot, 
One can find and one can tell, 
One can overcome the spell. 

| In the fury of the fray 

| Illusion shall itself betray 
My children dear, in whom I am well pleasèd, 
Depart in peace, your pains shall soon be easèd. 

(Exit Crone). 


TRIO 


Onranno, XANTIPPE, BUNGAY: 


What did she mean? What did she mean? 


XANTIPPE: 


Lady, Dame or Elfland Queen, 
W hatsoever, whosoever, 
Might have been a jot more clear. 


ORLANDO: 
One knows where and one knows what. 
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BUNGAY: 
Never shall we solve it, never, 


Though we had a million year. 


XANTIPPE: 
Which we have not. 
O where? O what? 
ORLANDO, XANTIPPE and BUNGAY: 


Shall we conquered be by night? 
Give us light, O give us light. 
(Pause). 


XANTIPPE: 


The light, the light, Sacrapant’s light, the globe he: 
keeps in there, 
That must be it, I know it is, for only I know where! 
OrLANDO, XANTIPPE and BUNGAY: 
What does it mean? What does it mean? 
BUNGAY: 


If the light that you have seen 
Be the subject of the riddle 


We its wicked what must weigh. 
XANTIPPE : 
One can find and one can tell. 


ORLANDO: 


Though I search my mind, it little 
Helps, for it will nothing say. 


BUNGAY : 
The book of hell 
Perhaps can tell. 


ORLANDO, BUNGAY and XANTIPPE: 


Tome reluctant, clear our sight! 
Give us light, O give us light! 
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Buncay (consulting book): 


| A mage’s light... A mage’s light his life eternal is, 


Within a globe ensphered, safely from his enemies. | 
ORLANDO, XANTIPPE and BUNGAY: : 
Then it must mean, then it must mean... | 
È 
ORLANDO: | de 
I, the chosen one have been, 


I, the third one, the predicted 
One who does what two cannot. 


Buneay: 


One can overcome the spell. 


È 

 XANTIPPE: | 
Sacrapant is well protected. | 
Hard, unlucky is your lot. 

ORLANDO: 


| I must compel 
| His wicked spell. 
ORLANDO: Er 


Great Dian, protect thy wight! 


XANTIPPE and BUNGAY: 


Great Dian, protect this knight! 


“ORLANDO, XANTIPPE and BUNGAY: 
Quench the light! O quench the light! 


(Orlando starts out boldly for the tower. Sacrapant appears 
at the door, holding the light). 
SACRAPANT: 


You wish the light, Sacrapant’s light? Then take it if 


[you can. 
ORLANDO: 


Quench it I shall, and Delia free, or else I am no man. 
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(He steps forward, touches the ligbt and springs back wit 
a cry of pain). 


SACRAPANT : 
You cannot touch it, mortal friends, 
And now your petty story ends: 
Delia, who does not know her mind, 
Remains with me, in time to find 


That here is best for her. 


ORLANDO : 


You lie! 
SACRAPANT : 

Think what you will. Prepare to die. | 
You only live because tonight 
The Crone said you an answer might 
Bring to me when you came to woo. 
She lied. No doubt she lied to you. 
You, moonstruck fools, the Standing One 
Thought to defy; then know that none, 
Nothing, but a thing impossible, 
Can his matter make corruptible, 
Nought can work to his distress 
But a son born motherless. 


ORLANDO: 


Then, Sacrapant, prepare to die; 
Torn from a mother dead was I! 


(He blows out the light. Sacrapant sinks to the ground with 


a cry. The rock splits open. Delia is standing there. — (Semi- 
darkness). 

DUETTO 
ORLANDO: 


Vision, descend, be true, be mine be Delia! 


DELIA (joins Orlando): 
Ended is all that dream, O brave Orlando! 
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and DELIA: 


Right be our lives, our loves in grace abide: 
A bridegroom takes his bride. 


Gentle people, look at me, 
Bungay, who is still within 
What is nothing but a skin. 


(Steps out of bearskin). 
Magic disbelieved must be 


If... 


 XANTIPPE: 


Enough! The time is late 
And our little children wait. 


(A cock crows. The cleft in the rock brightens and now, 
instead of an enchanted bower, a vista is seen, leading away 
to green open fields, and a village on a hill, very bright 


and sharp). 


(During the following Bungay hangs his bear-skin on a tree 
and leaves his Book of Magic by Sacrapant’s body). 


QUARTET 


ORLANDO, DELIA, BUNGAY and XANTIPPE: 


ORLANDO: 


We are safe. We are sound. 
Our loves we have found. 
Well in the end 

Was all that happened; 

In peace and confidence 
Let us go hence. 


But first it is meet ue eatol, 
With a full heart and soul, 
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Diana, the Goddess good 
Of Night and the dark wood, 
Who wrought for our deliver. 


DELrA, BUNGAY and XANTIPPE: 


To her be glory ever. 


TUTTI: 
Unseemly it were 
Longer to linger. 
Take my hand, so, 
So, so, on tiptoe, 
DELIA: u 
Each with her dear one 
ORLANDO: 


Each with his dear one 


BUNGAY and XANTIPPE: 


Back to our dear ones 
TUTTI: 
Home let us run. 


(Exeunt through cleft in rock). 


(As the Chorus sings, various animals come out, and, if pos 
sible, dance). 


CHORUS: 


Among the leaves the small birds sing, 
The crow of the cock commands our going. 
Day breaks for joy and sorrow. 


Bright shines the sun on creatures mortal, 
Of good and ill all men are capable. 
Day breaks for joy and sorrow. 


(Enter Crone). 
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DELIA OR A MASQUE OF NIGHT 
CRONE : 


Sylvan spirits, leave your sport, 
To your duties; time is short. 
These events must leave no trace, 
AU must be restored to place. 
Close the rock, repair the flower, 
Bear the mage into his tower, 
But his crystal bring to me; 

In your motions reverent be. 


An animal brings her the mage’s light, while the others 
idy up). 

All that must be comes about, 

Love unknown could put thee out, 

Love unknoun rekindles thee; 

This much is permitted me. 


‘She kisses the lamp which lights up again). 


Child of my sorrow, through this day 

Take your rest while rest you may; 

Soon, too soon, will set the sun 

And our wars be rebegun, 

Night by night till Jove descend 

In glory and our cycles end: 
Al dreams and darkness, then, He will away 
And raise us up to His Eternal Day. 


‘Handing the lamp to an animal): 


Go, set it safely in the mage’s room. 
Spirits, my thanks: your caroling resume. 


(Exit Crone). 
Dawn brightens). 


‘HORUS: 


The crow of the cock commands our going, 
Already the mass-bell goes dong-ding. 
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Day breaks for joy and sorrow. 


Of good, and ill all men are capable, | 
God bless the Queen, God bless the people. 
Day breaks for joy and sorrow. 


Already the mass-bell goes dong-ding, 
The dripping mill-wheel is again turning. 
Day breaks for joy and sorrow. 


God bless the Queen, God bless the people, 
God bless this green world temporal. 
Day breaks for joy and sorrow. 


The dripping mill-wheel is again turning, 
Among the leaves the small birds sing. 
Day breaks for joy and sorrow. 


SLOW CURTAIN 


ROETHKE 


a WORDS FOR THE WIND . ETS 


Love, love, a lily’s my care, 
_ She’s sweeter than a tree, 
Loving, I use the air 
Most lovingly: I breathe; Cina 
Mad in the wind I wear TR 
Myself as I should be, 
All’s even with the odd, 
My brother the vine is glad. e 


Are flower and seed the same? 
What do the great dead say? 
Sweet Phoebe, she’s my theme: 
She sways whenever I sway. 

’O love me while I am, 

You green thing in my way!” 

I cried, and the birds came down 
And made my song their oun. 


Motion can keep me still: 

She kissed me out of thought | 
As a lovely substance will; 20% 
She wandered; I did not: 
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I stayed, and light fell 
Across her pulsing throat; 

I stared, and a garden stone 
Slowly became the moon. 


The shallow stream runs slack; 
The wind creaks slowly by; 
Out of a nestling’s beak 

Comes a tremulous cry 

I cannot answer back; 

A shape from deep in the eye, 
That woman I saw in a stone, 
Keeps pace when I walk alone. | 


II 


The sun declares the earth; 

The stones leap in the stream; 
On a wide plain, beyond 

The far stretch of a dream, 

A field breaks like the sea; 

The wind’s white with her name, 
And I walk with the wind. 


The dove’s my will today. 

She sways, half in the sun: 
Rose, easy on a stem, 

One with the sighing vine, 

One to be merry with, 

And pleased to meet the moon. 
She likes wherever I am. 


Passion’s enough to give 
Shape: to a random joy: 


I cry delight: I know 
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The root, the core of a cry. 
Swan-heart, arbutus-calm, 
She moves when time is shy: 
Love has a thing to do. 


The loam gleams like wet coal; 
The green, the springing green 
Makes an intenser day 

Under the rising moon; 

I smile, no mineral man; 

I bear, but not alone, 

The burden of this joy. 


HI 


Under a southern wind, 

The birds and fishes move 
North, in a single stream; 
The sharp stars swing around; 
I get a step beyond 

The wind, and there I am; 
Pm odd and full of love. 


Wisdom, where is it found? — 
Those who embrace, believe. 
Whatever was, still is, ' 

Says a song tied to a tree. 
Below, on the ferny ground, 
In rivery air, at ease, 

I walk with my true love. 


What time’s my heart? I care. 
I cherish what T have 
Had of the temporal: 
I am no longer young 
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But the winds and waters are; 
What falls away will fall; 
All things bring me to love. 


IV 


The breath of a long root, 
The shy perimeter 

Of the unfolding rose, 

The green, the altered leaf, 
The oyster’s weeping foot, 
And the incipient star, — 
Are part of what she is. 
She wakes the ends of life. 


Being myself, I sing 

The soul’s immediate joy. 
Light, light, where’s my repose? 
A wind wreathes round a tree. 
À thing is done: a thing 

Body and spirit know 

When I do what she does: 


.Creaturely creature, she! — 


ES 


I kiss her moving mouth, 

Her swart hilarious skin: 

She breaks my breath in half; 
She frolicks like a beast; 

And I dance round and round, 
A fond and foolish man, 
And see and suffer myself 

In another being, at last. 
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LOOKING INTO HISTORY 


Five soldiers fixed by Matthew Brady’s eye 
Stand, in a land subdued beyond belief. 
Belief might lend them life again. I try 
Like orphaned Hamled working up his grief 


To see my spellbound fathers in these men 
Who, breathless in their amber atmosphere, 
Show but the postures men affected then 
And the hermit faces of a finished year. 


The guns and gear and all are strange until 
Beyond the tents I glimpse a file of trees 
Verging a road that struggles up a hill. 
They're sycamores. 

The long-abated breeze 


Flares in those boughs I know, and hauls the sound 
Of guns and a great forest in distress. 

Fathers, I know my cause, and we are bound 
Beyond that hill to fight at Wilderness. 
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II 


But trick your eyes with Birnam Wood, or think 
How fire-cast shadows of the bankside trees 
Rode on the back of Simois to sink 

In the wide waters. Reflect how history? s 


Changes are like the sea’s, which mauls and mulls 
Its salvage of the world in shifty waves, 
Shrouding in evergreen the oldest hulls 

And yielding views of its confounded graves 


To the new moon, the sun, or any eye 
That in its shallow shoreward version sees 
The pebbles charging with a deathless cry, 
And carageen memorials of trees. 


III 


Now, old man of the sea, 

I start to understand: 

The will will find no stillness 
Back in a stilled land. 


The dead give no command 
And shall not find their voice 
Till they be mustered by 
Some present fatal choice. 


Let me now rejoice 

In all impostures, take 

The shape of lion or leopard, 
Boar, or watery snake, 
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Father the TT past, 


Fi Resembling at at the last 
The self-established tree — 
That draws all waters toward i 


% Its live formality. 


ISABEL BOLTON 


ONE 


And would it be the backwards and abyss of time, 
Of space, or now — this moment; here — this place 
Where dreams and shadows pass, eclipse, efface 
Each other and the shadows of the sparrow on the grass 
Are gone before the eye perceives the image 

Of the shadows that were cast — place of the long 
Long slumber and the slow perpetual music, 

Of the upper and the under choirs, voices 


Whispers, echoes and reverberations — place 
Where I wake from sleep to wonder if I sleep 
Or wake again to dream of sleeping — place 


Of the memories perpetually stirred, the deep 
Continual contemplation — place of the bird. 


TWO 


Caught as I was 

In the eternal snare 
How did I know 

That I was there 

With the bird ascending 
And brighness descending 
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2 


POEMS 


On the dew and flowers there? 
I passed like a shadow 
Over the grass, 


Scarcely aware 
My shadow had passed — 
How was ıt I knew 


I had been there? 


THREE 


‚Oh but I saw the drops of the rain and the drops of the dew, 

On the blades of grass, on the corollas of the flowers, 

On the delicate skein, the delicate thread the spider had spun 

Between flower and flower, I saw them burn on the prongs 
of the fern, 

On the prongs of the flowers, I saw them blaze and turn and 

| burn 

As the rays of the sun or the moon or the stars turned them 
and burned them 

The color of fire, the color of passion and hate and desire, 

1 saw them rolled and twisted and turned the color of dew, 
the color of fire 

On the corollas and stamens and stems of the flowers: 

Oh but I knew that I knew they were there — innumerable 
flowers | 

Like stars in the air, flower behind flower and star behind 
Star ; 

And the sparks of the dew were like stars, and I saw 

The drops of the rain and the drops of the dew, geranium 
red and gentian blue 

Dariling their beams of love and desire from their facets of 
fire; 

And the cloud rolled back, and lo and behold behind the 


cloud 


219 


The light was so sheer. I cannot remember when this oe: 
curred — 
Only the sound of the bird in the air, and the knouledge 1 
had of being there. 


ISABEL BOLTON 


FOUR 


Not again 

The brightness, 
Incandescence — 

The rain and the dew 
And the bird in air 


I am residue, semblance 
Evanescence; I go 

Over the grass 

Like a shadow; I throw 
My shade as I pass: 


But when, but where 
How many ages 

And aeons ago 

Did those flowers grow 
In the grass? 


FIVE 


Upper and under music there — summer and slumber, 
Gossamer orchestras, hierarchies of earth, of sky, of air, 
Cicada, cricket and the bird tuning their notes together — 
Sound of grass, of wings and winds, of bees, of wasps, 
Winged and vegetable things that grow or fly or float; 
Dappled drop of dye upon the fluted throat, upon the open 


lip 
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The bright essential stain, the tracery of joy along the floral 
vein, 

And all to beckon, to invite — come, sip, nestle, take 

The swift falopian bliss, the transcient sweet delight; 

The nuptial kiss, the nuptial flight, in grass, in air 

So airy swift, so sweet, so light; and I remember how my 
feet 

Joined in the rhyme and rondure there, for then there were 
no shadows laid 

By hill or tree, mountain or cloud or mounting bird 

Upon the meadow that was still so innocent of shade. 


SIX 


Oh sleep your long 
Uninterrupted sleep, 

| And if the dreams — 
The dreams within the dream 
Disturb your slumber — 
Sleep; 
The dreams shall be 
Perpetual, they fall 
Perpetually upon you — 
All dreams shall be remembered 
None forgot : 
Dream on 


I strew my astral numbers — 
Stars, constellations, planets, 

All the scintillations of the dew, 
Those lesser galaxies 

That kindle to expire 

With the spark 

That burns in darkness — 
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You imponderable shadow — 
One with these — 
Sleep on 


SEVEN 


Since you once heard 

That mystic cry — 

The bird arising, 

Let the song — 

The ecstasy, the bliss 

As deep as heaven 

And as clear as light prevail 


The backward and abyss 
Of time and memory, 
The midnight sky — 
Star behind star 

Beyond your sight 
Forever on and on 

In ceaseless circulations 
Should not avail 

To fright you shadow 


nus ep peter me er 


wer at; 


Life is a valley 

Deep in shade: 

Life is the vale 

Where souls are made — 
Sleep on. 


WILLIAM GOYEN 


THE FIGURE OVER THE TOWN * 


What I thought for so long was my doom but, I know 
now, is my hope, and all our’s, takes the shape — or took 
it long ago when it was first branded upon my brain — of a 
huddled figure of a man alofi a flagpole. It took me a long 
time to see this meaning, and by the way of so much error 
and blind stumbling through half the experience of my life 
and through, it seems, half a race of lovers who fell into or 
were drawn upon my path. 

Now each man, an army unto himself, carries with him 
both the artillery to kill or the flag to raise to truce — 
human relations have seemed to me like one eternal battle — 
we fight with the mind, with the heart, and with the loins, 
fierce weapons, or we simply come upon a man where he is 
working quietly at his task in the fields and slay him at his 
work. We draw back from him, perhaps astonished, are 
accused, flee branded by the murder and are ‘protected’ by 
the brand from murder or from revenge by other hands. 
Fugitive, we carry the brand upon our bodies and we wander 
over the face of the earth, with our burden which is to 
reconcile the passions of hate and love, and to understand 
the evil act. 

In the town of my beginning, in my boyhood, I saw this 


* From a Novel: Half a Look of Cain. 
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masked figure sitting aloft. It was never explained to me by; 
my elders, who were thrilled and disturbed by this figure, | 
too, who this figure was, except that he was called ‘Shipwreck : 
Kelley’ and that the days and nights he sat aloft were counted, . 
kept a record of, on calendars in the kitchens of small houses | 
and in the troubled mind. Shipwreck Kelley fed the fancy 
of an isolated small town of practical folk whose day’s work 
was hard and real enough. 

It was at the time of a war; and since the night this figure 
was pointed out to me from the roof of our little shed where | 
my father sheltered grain and plowing and planting imple- | 


ments, his shape has never let me alone; and it has seemed | 
that in every critical or significant experience of my life this | 
shape has suddenly appeared before me, to deliver me or to | 
rob me, so that I have come to see that it is the dominating 
emblem of my life, as often a lost lover is, or the figure 
of a powerful parent, or the symbol of a Faith as the Scallop 
Shell was for so many, at one time, or the Cross. The life 
of a man, then, can be the search for the identification or 
the definition of such an image which it seems his lot to carry 
through the world in the time of his life, and to make, finally, 
a choice in favor of it or against it. Beginning with a secret, 
a personal image, he carries it out into the world and tries 
to progress it, using it, testing its validity, its human, univers- 
al use, relating it to the world, to human life, as well as 
to his own life. All things become related to this central 
image, seem to take their meaning from it and to give mean- 
ing to it; it can be an instrument, then, of order and enlighten- 
ment where our daily human acts seem to lie so in fragment, 
so half in darkness and so often meaningless. This image can 
be one of light and not a dark and malign one which sorcerers 
must exorcise us of, or an engine of destruction and evil. 
Men must have images, for themselves and to lend to many 
men, and the thieves who rob us of them or explain them 
away in their own terms are the killers of men’s fancy, they 
are the creators of a ‘reality’ in which a society cannot breathe 
and in which the ‘reason’ they wish to substitute for ‘un- 
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reason’ is a machine which grinds like an ice-maker in the 
brain and freezes the human affections. HART UT 

It was in a time of a War I could not understand, being 
30 very young, that my father came to me at darkening, in 
the beginning wintertime, and said, ‘Come with me to the 
Patch, Son, for I want to show you something’. The Patch, 


of ground, about half an acre, where I never intruded. I 
often stood at the gate or at the fence and looked in through 
the octagonal lenses of the chicken-wire and saw how strange 
this little territory was and wondered what it was for. There 
was the shed in it where implements and grain were stored, 


and nothing was ever planted here nor any animal pastured 
here; nothing, not even grass or weed, grew here, it was 
just plain common ground. This late afternoon, just at the 
moment of darkening, my father took me into this. little 
pasture and led me to the shed where he hoisted me up to 
the roof. He waited a moment while I looked around at all 
the world we lived in and had forgotten that it was so wide 
and housed so many in dwellings quite like ours. Later, 
when my grandfather, my father’s father, took me across the 
road and railroad tracks into the large pasture that was so 
great I had thought it, from a window of the house, the 
whole world, where a little circus had been set up as if by 
magic or by a dream of mine in the night before, and raised 
me up to sit on the broad back of a sleepy elephant, I saw 
the same sight and not only recalled the night I stood on 
the roof of the shed but also what I had seen from there, 
that haunting image, and thought I saw it again, this time 
m the lightning-rod of our house ... but no, it was that 
erowing cock that always stood there, eternally strutting out 
his breast and at the break of crowing. 

My father waited a while for me to arrange myself to air 
ind height — he saw how wobbly I was — and then when 
he saw I had ‘steadied myself and was fixed on the sight he 
had brought me to see, he said, ‘Well, Son, what is that you 
ee over there, by the Methodist Church?’ I was speechless 
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and could only gaze; and then I finally said to him, not 
moving, “Something is sitting on the flagpole on top of a 
building”. 

‘It is just a man”, my father said, ‘and his name is Ship-- 
wreck Kelley. He is going to sit up there for as long as he cani 
stand it’. 

When we came in the house, I heard my father say to» 
my mother, lightly, ‘I showed Son Shipwreck Kelley and I! 
think it scared him a little’. And I heard my mother say, 
‘It seems a foolish stunt, and I think maybe children shouldn’t | 
see it’. 

All that night Shipwreck Kelley was on my mind. When 
it began raining in the very deepest night; I worried about 
him in the rain, and I went to my window and looked out | 
to see if I could see him. When it lightened I could see that | 
he was safe and dry under a little tent he had raised over 
himself and gathered around him. Later I had a terrible’ 
dream about him, that he was falling, falling, and when I 
called out in my nightmare of Shipwreck Kelley, they came 
to me and patted me back to sleep, not knowing that I dreamt 
of him again. ; 

He stayed and stayed up there, the hooded flagpole sitter, 
and when we would go into town and walk under him I 
would not look up as they told me to; but once when we 
stood across the street from the building where he was per- 
ched, I looked up and saw how high he was in the air and 
he waved down at me with his cap in his hand. Why would 
he not show his face? 

Everywhere there was the talk of The War, but where 
it was or what it was I did not know. It seemed only some 
huge appetite that craved all our sugar and begged from the 
town its goods so that people seemed paled and impoverished 
by it, as though it were some sickness that infected them 
and it made life gloomy, that was the word. One night we 
went into the town to watch them burn Old Man Gloom, a 
monstrous strawman with a sour turned-down look on his 
face and dressed even to the point of a hat on — it was the: 
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Ku Klux Klan who lit him afire — and above, in the light 
of the flames, we saw Shipwreck Kelley waving down his 
cap to us. He had been up eighteen days. 

_ He kept staying up there. More and more the talk was 
about him, with the feeling of The War beneath all the talk. 
It seemed a scarey and an evil time. People began to get 
restless about Shipwreck Kelley and to want him to come 
on down. ‘It seems morbid’, I remember my mother saying. 
What at first had been a thrill and an excitement for the 
town — the whole town was there every other day when the 
provisions basket was raised up to him, and the contributions 
lo it were extravagant, fresh pies and cakes, fresh milk, little 
presents, and so forth — became an everyday sight, like 
spires on churches and weathervanes on houses; then he 
seemed ignored and forgotten by the town except for me who 
sept a vigil with him and a constant watch on him, secretly; 
hen finally the town became so disturbed by him, for he 
seemed to be going on and on, he seemed, now, an intruder 
— who could feel unlooked at or unhovered over in his house 
with this figure over everything that happened below in it — 
t was discovered that Shipwreck was spying on the town 
'hrough binoculars! — and towards the last there was an 
igitation in the town to bring him down and the City Council 
net to this end. There had been some events of irregularity 
n the town which the town had laid to the general lawless- 
ness and demoralizing effect of The War: some robberies, 
the disappearance of a young girl, Sarah Nichols, the beauty 
of the town; but it was said she ran away to find someone 
n The War; and one Negro was shot in the woods, which 
sould have been the corrective work of the Ku Klux Klan 
vho had their reasons. The question, at the City Council 
neeting was, who gave Shipwreck Kelley permission to go 
ıp there? No one seemed to know; the merchants said it 
vas not for advertising, or at least no one of them had 
ranged it, though after he was up various of them tried 
© use a good thing to advertise their products, Egglay or 
ledgoose Shoes or Have a Coke at Robbins Pharmacy — and 


227 


ts Le 
LA 


er”, a ds + Lol” EN, tor x e RI UN "ae, 


<u> 


ue > q ri # 1, = 
y : > 
a” ‘ = 


WILLIAM GOYEN 


why not? The Chamber of Commerce had not brought him, 
nor the Women’s Club; maybe the Ku Klux had, to warm 
and tame the Negroes, for they were especially in awe of: 
Shipwreck Kelley; but the Ku Klux were as innocent as all! 
others. The Pastor of the church was reminded of the time: 
a bird had built a nest on the church steeple, a huge foreigni 
bird, and had delighted all the congregation as well as it! 
had given him subject for several sermons; how all the con-: 
gregation came out on the grounds to adore the bird who,, 
in time, became suddenly savage and dived down to pluck: 
the feathers from women’s Sunday hats and, finally, appeared! 
fiercely in Church during Sermon and shrieked; and they; 
had to bring him down by calling the Fire Department who» 
found his nest full of rats and mice, half-devoured, and noi 
eggs at all ... the subject for another series of sermons by: 
the Pastor, drawing as he did his topics from real life. 

As the flagpole sitter had come to be regarded as a deface- 
ment of the town landscape, an undesireable, unsightly object, , 
a tramp, like a transient bird, it was suggested that the Ka: 
Klux build a fire in the square and ride round it on their : 
horses and in their sheets, firing their guns into the air, the : 
way they did in their public demonstrations against immorali» : 


ty, sensationalism and perversity: and to force Shipwreck : 
Kelley down. Perhaps he was going to be a wartime suicide. 
If this failed, it was suggested that someone be sent up on 
a fireman’s ladder to reason with Shipwreck. Now he was: 
regarded as an enemy to the people of the town and more, 
as a danger to the town, and even more, as a kind of criminal, 
who had at first been so admired and respected for his cour- 
age, and so desired, even; for many had been intoxicated 
and infatuated with him, sending up love-notes and photo: 
graphs of themselves in the provisions basket, which Ship- 
wreck had read, obviously, and had later sailed down in the 
form of winged planes — some religious fanatics said they 
were in the form of the Cross — for anyone to pick up and 
read on the ground, to the embarassment of this one and that. 
The town had been ready for any kind of. miracle or 
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sensation, obviously, or just for something to be ea ‚or 
outraged by. A fanatical religious group took Shipwreck 
Kelley as the Second Coming, the old man called Old Man 
‘Nay, who lived on the edge of the town in his boarded- -up 
house and sat at one open window with his shotgun in his 
Jap watching for the Devil, unnailed his door and appeared 
in the town to announce that he had seen a light playing 
‚around Shipwreck at night and that he was some phantom 
representative of the Devil and should be banished by a rais- 
¡img of the Cross; but it was explained by others that what 
he saw was St. Elmo’s Fire, a natural phenomenon. Whatever 
| 


‚was given a fantastical meaning by some was explained away 
by others as of natural origin and cause, and what was right 
and who was to believe what? An Evangelist of the town 
who called himself ‘The Converted Jew’ (He was now a 
Baptist) had, at the beginning, requested of Shipwreck Kelley 
‚by a letter in the basket, the dropping of leaflets, a sample 
of which was pinned to the letter. The leaflet, printed in red 
ink, said across the top in huge letters: WARNING: YOU ARE 
IN GREAT DANGER! Below was a long message to sinners. 
If Shipwreck would drop these messages upon the town he 
‘would be aiding in the salvation of the wicked. ‘The Judg- 
ments of God are soon to be poured upon the Earth! Prepare 
to meet God before it is too late! Where will you spend 
Eternity? What can you do to be saved? How can we escape 
if we neglect so great salvation (Heb. 2:3)?’ But there was 
no reply from Shipwreck, which was evidence enough for 
The Converted Jew to know that the was on the Devil’s side; 
‘and so he held some meetings at night in the square, under 
the shadow of the flagpole, with his little group passing out 
the leaflets. ‘Lower Cain!’ he bellowed. ‘You Sinners standing 
on the street corner running a long tongue about your neigh- 
bors; you show-going, card-playing, jazz-dancing brothers, 
God love your soul, you are a tribe of sinners and you know 
it and God knows it, but He loves you and wants you to come 
into his tabernacle and give up your hearts that are laden 
with wickedness. If you look in the Bible, if you will turn to 
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the chapter of Ezekiel, you will find there about the fallen: 
Angel, Lucifer was his name, and how his clothing was sewn: 
of emeralds and sapphires, for he was very beautiful; buti 
friends, my sin-loving friends, that didn’t make any dif-- 
ference: ‘How are thou fallen from Heaven, O Lucifer, soni 
of the morning’, the Bible reads. And it says there thatt 
the Devil will walk amongst us and that the Devil will sitt 
on the rooftops; and I tell you we must unite together to» 
drive Satan from the top of the world. Listen to me and! 
read my message, for I was the rottenest man in this world | 
until I heard the voice of God in my ear. I drank, I rani 
with women, Iran after thrills of the flesh ... and I admonish. 
you that the past scenes of earth shall be remembered in | 
Hell... | 

The old maid, Miss Hazel Bright, who had had one. 
lover long ago and he, a cowboy named Rolfe Sanderson, | 
had gone away and never returned, told that Shipwreck was 
Rolfe come back, and she wrote notes of poetic longing up 
to him which she put in the provisions basket. Everybody 
used Shipwreck Kelley for his own purpose, and so he, sitting 
away from it all, apparently serene and in his own dream 
and idea of himself, became the lost lover to the lovelorn, 
the Saint to the seekers of Salvation, the damned to the lost 
and guilty, the scapegoat of the guilty-minded, the exposer 
of the guilty, the reminder of love, of evil, of the lost, of 
hope, of guilt. 

But the town went on tormenting him; they could not 
let him alone. They wished him to mean their own dream 
or hope or lost illusion or they wished him to be what destroy- 
ed hope or illusion: they wanted something to get their hands 
on, around the loins if he would love them, around the neck 
if he would not; they wanted something to avenge some 
dark misgiving in themselves or to take to their deepest 
bosom, into the farthest cave of themselves where they would 
take no other if he would come and have them for them- 
selves alone. They could not leave him alone. They plagued 
him with loveletters and when he would not acknowledge 
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heir professions of love, they wrote him messages of hate 
nd insult. They told him their secrets and when he would 
ot show himself to be overwhelmed by their secrets, they 
ccused him of keeping secrets of his own. They professed 
to love him, to be willing to follow him, leaving everything 
hind; but when he would not answer to come with him, 
they told him how they wished he would fall and knock his 
rains out. They could not make up their minds and they 
ried to destroy him who had made up his, whatever it was 
e had made up his mind to. 

Merchants tormented him with proposals and offers — 
would he wear a Stetson Hat all one day, tipping it and 
waving it to the people below; would he hold, if just for 


fifieen minutes every hour, a streamer with words on it 
proclaiming the goodness of their lightbread, or allow balloons, 
spelling out the name of something that ought to be bought, 
to be floated from the flagpole? Would he throw down Life- 
savers? Many a man, and most, would have done it, to give 
a simplified and easily understandable reason for what his 
behavior was about, pacifying the general observer with some 
reason for what was done, and broad in the public eye, and 
in the general observer’s own terms (or the general observer 
would not have it); and so send the public attendant away 
undisturbed and easy, with the feeling that all the world 
was really just as he, cheating a little here, disguising a little 
there, everybody was, after all, alike, so where the pain, 
and why? 

But Shipwreck Kelley gave no answer. Apparently he 
had nothing to sell, wanted to make no fortune, to play no 
jokes or tricks, apparently he wanted just to be let alone 
to do his job; but because he was so different, they would 
not let him alone until they could, by whatever means they 
could muster, make him undifferent and quite like them- 
selves, or cause him, at least, to recognize them and pay 
them some attention. Apparently he was not camping up 
there for the fun of it, for if so why would he not let them 
all share in it, they would do that; or maybe he was there 
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top... or for some very crazy and not-to-be-tolerated reason 
of his own, which everyone tried to make out, hating secrets: 
as people do who want everything in the clear — where they? 
attack it and accuse it and take high moral dudgeon against it... 
Was it Cray McCreery up there — had somebody made: 
him another bet — one time he had walked barefooted to» 
the next town, 18 miles, because of a lost bet; but no, Cray: 
McCreery was found, as usual, in the Domino Parlor. Had 
any crazy people escaped from the Asylum? They were count: | 
ed and found to be all in, home. The Mind Reader, Madame 
Fritzie, was importuned: she could not find out one thing. 
There seemed, she said, to be a dark woman in the picture, 
and that was all she contributed, « I see a dark woman... »; 
and as she had admonished so many in the town her recur- 
rent vision of a dark woman, there was either an army of | 


dark women tormenting the minds of men and women in 
the world, or only one, which was Madame Fritzie herself. 
She could have made a fortune out of the whole affair if she 
had had her wits about her to see the right things. More than 
one Ouija Board was put questions to, but the answers were 
either indistinguishable or not to the point... the way people 
go to supernatural sources for explanations which natural 
ones will not yield. 

Dogs howled and bayed at night and sometimes in the 
afternoons; hens crowed; and the sudden death of children 
was laid to the evil power of Shipwreck Kelley over the town. 

A masked buffoon came to a party dressed as Shipwreck 
Kelley, and for awhile he caused increasing uneasiness among 
the guests until three of the men at the party decided to take 
subtle action rather than forcibly unmask the stranger and 
reported the incident to the Police on the telephone. The 
Police told them to unmask him by force and they would 
be on their way. When the Police arrived they found it had 
turned out to be Marcus Peters, a practical joker with the 
biggest bellylaugh in town and past president of the Lion’s 
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Club, and everybody could have known all along that the 
imposter was he if he had only laughed. 

| A new little language evolved in the town: “You're crazy 
as Shipwreck’; ‘cold as a Flagpole Sitter’s...’; ‘Go sit on a 
flagpole’; ; and a high school girl riding home from a dance 
said to the football player whose lap she was sitting on, 
“What do you think I am, a flagpole sitter?’ 

| There were so many little felonies and even big offenses 
of undetermined origin in the Police records of the town, 
and Shipwreck was a stimulus to fresh inspection of unsolved 
misdemeanors. He drew up to him, as though he attracted 
blame, the suspicions of the town, and he absorbed them like 
a filter, as though he might purify the town of its wickedness. 
If only he would send down some sign of response to what 
had gone up to him. But he would not budge; and now he 
no longer even waved down to the people below as he had 
during the first good days. Shipwreck Kelley had utterly 
withdrawn from everybody. What the town finally decided 
to do was to put a searchlight on him at night to keep watch 
4 him. 

| What with the searchlight on the flagpole sitter, the 
whole thing took a turn, as ideas do which seem for a while 
insupportable but, in another light, obsessive as they are, 
Jecome an excuse for ribald, hysterical, devil-may-care attitude 
‘owards it. The town began to be gay with Shipwreck. When 
ı little wartime Carnival came to the town, it was invited 
‘o install itself in the square by the flagpole sitter, and a 
3azaar was added to it by the town. The spirit of Shipwreck 
aad to be, it was admitted, admired; for after a day and 
right of shunning the gaiety and the mockery of it all, he 
howed his good nature and his good sportsmanship — and 
ven his daring — by participating! He began to do what 
ooked like acrobatic stunts above the town, as though he 
rere an attraction at the Carnival. But what would the people 
lo, after awhile, again, but turn against him and say he was, 
s they had said at first, a sensationalist? Still, I loved it that 
ie had become active, this idea, I loved it that my idea par- 
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ticipated in the whole show, that it was not a static and 
stagnant, fastidious, precious and Olympian idea, that Ship- - 
wreck did not take on a self-righteous or pompous or persecut- q 
ed air about it all; although my secret conception of him; 
was a tragic one. I was proud that the idea fought back —. 
otherwise it was like Old Man Gloom: a shape of straw and 
sawdust in man’s clothing: let them burn him, gloom only: 
stood there, among the executioners, watching its own effigy : 
and blowing the flames. I see now that what I was watching | 
was the conflict of an idea with a society; and I am sure that! 
the idea was bred there by the society, raised up there, even, 
by the society that opposed it, and not removed from it; in 
short, that society was in the flagpole sitter and he was in the 
society of the town. But the difference was that the flagpole 
sitter was thinking in terms of the community, I believe, © 
while the town was thinking only in terms of itself. 
There was the little carnival around him. One concession. 
called ‘Ring Shipwreck’s Bell’ invited customers to try to | 
strike a bell at the top of a tall pole resembling Shipwreck’s 
and with a replica of him on top by hitting a little platform 
with a rubber-headed sledge hammer. There were other con- 
cessions where people could throw darts at a target resembling 
a figure on a pole. The Ferris Wheel was put up so close to 
Shipwreck that when its passengers reached the top for a 
magical instant they could almost reach over and touch his 
body. Going round and round, it was as if one were soaring 
and rising up to him only to fall away, down, from him; to 
have him and to lose him; and it was all felt in a marvellous 
and whirling sensation in the stomach which made this exper- 
ience the most vaunted one of the show. This must have 
tantalized Shipwreck and it must have seemed to him that 
all the beautiful and desirable people in the world rose and 
fell around him, to give themselves to him only to withdraw 
from him untaken and ungiven, in a flashing wheel of faces, 
eyes and lips and tongues stuck out to him and sometimes 
a thigh shown him or a hand offering a breast or sex, and 
then burning away, like the temptation of Saint Anthony. 
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His sky at night was filled with voluptuous images of flesh 
ind desire, and often he must have seen the faces, he thought, 
of those he had loved and possessed, turning round and round 
nis head to torment him — or was it his brain, filled with 
his burning wheel? But there were men on the wheel who 
made profane signs to him and women who stuck out their 
rumps at him, fingering their nose. Soon he raised his tent 
again and obscured himself from his tormentors and the 
'ormented. But what specifically caused this withdrawal, was 
he attempt of a drunken young man to shoot him. This 
young man named Maury rode a motorcycle around the town 
it all hours and loved the mean streets of the town and the 
good women who gave him ease on them, especially the fat 
mes, his mania. One night he stood at the window of the 
notel and watched the figure on the pole that seemed to flash 
n and off, real and then unreal, with the light of the electric 
ign beneath the building. He took deep drags off his cigar- 
tte and blew the smoke out the window towards Shipwreck; 
hen he blew smoke rings as if to lasso Shipwreck with them, 
È as if his figure were a pin he could hoop with rings of 


moke. ‘You silly bastard’, he had muttered, ‘where have 
| seen you before’, between his half-clenched teeth, the way 
e spoke that made him so seductive to people, and fired. 
hipwreck turned away, once and for all. But he had not 


rned away from me. 

With all this in my mind, I, the silent observer, watching 
om my window or from any high place I could secretly 
limb to, witnessed the conflict of sides and the tumult of 
he town. One night in my dreaming of Shipwreck Kelley 
_ it happened every night, this dream, and in the afternoons 
vhen I had to take my nap, and it had gone on so long, this 
reaming of him that it seemed, finally, that he and I were 
tiends and that we met in the rendezvous of my dream 
there he had come down secretly to me in the little pasture 
— years later I would know what all our conversations were 
bout, but not for many years and after so much — he lived, 
live and real in my room where the dreaming of him happen- 
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ed, he was the only one in the world who knew me — the 
people of the town came to me and said, ‘Son, we have: 
chosen you to go up the flagpole to Shipwreck Kelley and 
tell him to come down. In my dream they led me, with 
cheers and honors, to the top of the building and stood below 
while I skinnied up the pole. Shipwreck’s tent was up, for 
it was raining in my dream; but a great black bird was circling 
over the tent. As I went up the pole I noticed crowded avenues 
of ants coming and going. And when I went into the tent, 
I found him gone. The tent was as if a tornado had struck 
inside it and wrecked the whole world of it; there were: 
piles of rotten food — he had not eaten any of the provisions! 
they had sent up — shreds of letters torn and retorn a score 
of times were as small as flakes of snow; photographs pinned 
to the walls of the tent were marked and scrawled over until. 
_ they looked like photographs of fiends and monsters; corpses . 
and drifts of feathers of dead birds that had flown, in their 
night flights, into the tent and gone so wild in fright that 
they had beaten themselves to death against the sides of the 
tent. There was a floor of feathers and decaying food and 
the litter of torn letters. And over it all was the vicious 
traffic of insects that had found the human remains in the 
way they sense what human beings have left and come from 
miles away to get it. What would I tell them below who were 
now crying up to me, ‘What does he say, what does Shipwreck 
Kelley say, Son?’ and there were whistles and Indian calls 
and an increasingly thunderous chant of ‘Bring him down! 
Bring him down! Bring him down!’ What would I tell them? 
I was glad he had gone; but I would not tell them that, yet. 
In the tent I saw one thing that was not touched or changed 
by Shipwreck: a piece of paper with printed words in red 
ink, and across the top the huge words: WARNING: YOU 
ARE IN GREAT DANGER! | 
Then, in my dream, I went to the flap of the tent and) 
stuck out my head. There was a searchlight upon me through 
which a delicate curtain of light rain fell; and through the 
lighted curtain of rain that made the people below seem to. 
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be far far under shimmering and jeweled veils, I shouted 
down upon all the faces of the multitude which was dead 
quiet now, ‘He is not here. Shipwreck Kelley is not here’. 

' There was no sound below from the crowd who did not, 
at first, believe what I said. They waited, then one voice 
bellowed up, ‘Tell him to come down!’ to make me say again 
what they would not yet believe; and others joined. this 
voice until, again, the crowd roared, ‘Tell him we will not 
harm him; only tell him he has to come down!’ Then I 
Waved down at them to be quiet, in the gesture of Shipwreck 
Kelley” s salute as he had waved down at people on the side- 
walks and street. They hushed to hear me again. Again I 
said, this time in a voice that was not mine but in my dream 


it sounded large and round and resounding, ‘Shipwreck Kel- 
ley is not here, his place is empty’. 

And then, in my magnificent dream, I closed the flap 
of the tent and settled down to make Shipwreck Kelley’s 
place my own, to drive out the insects, to erase the obliterat- 
ing marks on the photographs, and to piece together, with 
infinite and patient care, the fragments of the letters to see 
what they told. It would take me a very long time, this 
putting together again what had been broken into pieces and 
by so many lovers and killers; but I would have a very long 
time to give to it, and I was at the source of the mystery, 
removed and secure from the chaos of the world below that 
could not seem to make up its mind and tried to keep me 
from making up my own. 
| My dream ended here, or was broken, by the hand of 
my mother shaking me to morning; and when I went to 
sat breakfast in the kitchen, I heard them saying that Ship- 
wreck Kelley had signalled that he wanted to come down 
sarly that morning, around six o’clock — he had come down 
in his own time — and that he had come down very very 
ired, having set a world’s record of forty days and nighis, 
he length of the flood. I did not tell my dream, for I had 
10 power of telling; but I knew that I had a story to one 
lay shape around the marvel and mystery that ended in a 
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dream and began in the world that was to be mine. I would 
either run through my life groping like a child for a child’s 
lost image, or rise out of it into a strong manhood and, like 
a man, kill it. What I had to start with, to examine and to 
clarify, was an idea and a dream which, working upon each 
other and together or against each other, might grow and 
grow, if it was healthy and valid, drawing more and more 
life into it and giving up, fragment by fragment, a meaning 


to life; or sicken and wither, withering me into a victim of 


it instead of a champion of it, drive me on in vengeance what . 


was once a heroic shape and might have made me a hero and 
a savior, until I carried vengeance out against myself — or 
destroyed, in that final courageous look, the image. My life, 
its pattern, was to be the manipulation of this idea in the 


world, in society; to carry it through the world, to progress - 


it as idea. And the movement of this idea, the march and 
gait of it, the moving or the halting of it, measured my life. 

Was it a murderous image or a benevolent one? Would 
it make me a fanatic? Would I be its victim, living by a kind 
of ventriloquism? Would it be a weapon, this idea, striking 
out through me? Would it be a straw and sawdust figure which 
I would forever thrust out before me, between me and my 


experience — a buffer idea — I hiding behind it, a corpse’ 


of straw and sawdust shadowing me and keeping me in its 

dark shadow — was I the carrier of a corpse, as though it 

were clasped upon my back, going hunched under it through 

my life, cursed by it which was dependent upon me for its 

life, this dead image I would not bring down to bury, draining 

me and wearying me and sapping my blood life out of me? 
There is that long story to tell. 
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YOUR SISTER’S DROWNED, LAERTES 


O where the amorous fish do swim 
Undoing dalliance in a trice, 

I locked my Danelove in a dress 

Of watercress and willow streams, 


Deep under banks I bravely tamed 

The mind of a sister wild for air, 

Where rivers comb mad maidenhair, 

Rocking wet roses where the lights are Time. 


May shuddering trout confine her waist, 
Minnows subdue her, nape and knee; 
Pickerel and pike were never shy 

To catch and keep their bridal ghost, 


Now may her torn and tattling flowers 

Drop through their weedy darks like light, 
And may her witless orchard feet 

Fare red and white among wide fears. 
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NOW KNOCK YOUR FORELOCK 
ON YOUR KNEES 


Now knock your forelock on your knees 
And touch your cap to snail and weevil, 
Make mountain molehills of your eyes 
And glorify your novel navel. 


Why weren’t you home by half-past eight? 
The condor and the cattail wait, 

Those eyeless gazers wild to prove 
Posterity their only love. 


What was the riddle of your flight 

Who took the sky’s first downward chute — 
Would you hop gay on a greased griddle, 

Or spin slick as an oily fiddle? 


The clock is struck at half-past strife, 
You've only lost the half of grief, 

There still is martyrdom to spend, 
Some garden ghoul, some web-foot fiend 


Can be persuaded to beset you — 

Paul and his saints will not forget you, 
See where they clap your final race, 
How they are coughing with your praise: 


You shall be paid for time and trouble, 
And lie spiced on a marble table. 
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Country, break over city, over Sound, 

Like a brave bomb on Asia. The raw cock, 

His fearless feathers rattling with this cold, 

Catches our sidewalks in a web of wind, 

And breaks the doors of agents. In a sack, 

Our dead mouse, wait this night out, richly dressed 
In unmarked feathers downy as a wren’s 

While women turn to pack their sleepless breasts 
Into the crocks of night, and count their sons. 


These hours the handle snaps off in the hand, 
The knife bites cleanly, and the eyes turn up 

To bless the murderer with their empty cups 

While children hunt day in a summer band, 
Lapped to the cheek in sheets as white as fire. 
This morning the cat swims homeward in dark air, 
Parting the early hours like a boat. 

Now, while told breath slides beadlike from the throat 
Of diving sleepers nostril deep in death, 

Country O part, and show your snake beneath. 
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THE FACE ON THE RIGHT 


from himself be taken, 


then from that double moment he disowns 

all property of self which gave you grief 

or cause to think him other than he is, 

yours, Laertes, yours. He’d pitch no fences 

to bar the very ground wherein we meet. 

A rage out-taxed his princedom like a war 

and he the merest mercenary 

of a remembrance and a forgetting. 

Forgive me those four hands. Come take God's two. 
I would get up from a grave again; 

draw ocean breath; inspire such quickening 

as could salvage her for whom we grappled, 
monsters of piety and so proud in love 

with stark inanimation beneath us, 

it might have been the dust of our encounter. 

What lack obliged that scutcheon proof in me 

Pd probe no more, sculled by such long propellings 
the whole of Christendom knows not half the length; 
scarce asked of one whose one and April prayer, 
may violets spring, whose March recourse, 

to grub the all too apparent root 

whereby love’s flesh is soil, if flower. 
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Need it be savored how much we are the same? 
original as sparrows, Laertes, 

shooed off by a seedling gardener 

and he himself laid by as soon begun. 

O let us not be distant now! 

The clarion of our lives is at his lips 

who stands spectator to this event. 

Avengers all, haunted to remedy 

of inscrutable causes, whom is avenged? 

whom recollected? What trump of ours 

shall piece out justice from her charneling? 

I dream of downcast eyes, of love 

which could not back upon itself but took 

a paradise of purpose from the ground 
whereon it gazed. One untouchable thing 
touches us all, a memento almost made 

to be turned on. We turn. But in that love 

we meet, Laertes, we are garlanded 

despite ourselves. Speak your vestal cheer. 
Like fairness shall never again get body 

for death to ride a slaver in, 

attendant on my mastery for the voyage. 

I have done violence by doing none; 

fetched rage on outrage on your house as if 

my life were one funereal madness 

dedicated to dying. Yet bear me out 

this last, who’d no more leave unsated 

the curious who expect our swords than you. 
If time has pentecost, if patience, reason, 
wind out your heart and know you cannot know 
the maze which brings us here nor thread it back 
to any new beginning but its own. 

O peace like a sacrament where unction is! 

is drowned with that half-mad weaver love, 
unsearchable in us but working still. 

And I will speak it, though not half reloomed. 
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They stir. No matter, Laertes, no matter 

the germ-ridden rooms we throng in 

nor what may become of susceptible hands. 
Believe from the time of this injunction 

Hamlet would have you hold him for a brother, 
alike indebted to dead innocence. 

Good sir, he is ready. Choose your point. 


SHE WAS BROWNER THAN ANY CASHEW NUT 


She was browner than any cashew nut | 
You ever saw and firm as peaches, | 
As soft to your touch too and the white fuzz 

On her arms was like peaches for fair. 

To go near where she was was like passin’ 

A strange man’s orchard and to want to go in 
And be branched all over. And where she was was 
Almost April and October on the same day 
Without movin’. I ploughed four whole summers 
On end supposin’ she might turn her head 

Jest a little sidewise and when she did 

I plum dove into cool water the night long, 

Jest on a supposin’. There wasn’t no chore 

Any worse than a swim in a pond. 

I kinda wish she could’ave seen inside a me 

| The afternoon I set pa’s calves to pasture, 
Grinnin’ like a dummy in a window. 

Maybe she did. Everything in the green earth 
Was a laugh to her, and her the creek in it, 

And her the glint in the rocks she hollowed 

And always out and over and cavortin’ on. 

I guess she figured l’d be around forever 

And maybe one day tidy her in for good. 

And I would’ave. I’d ’ave waited | 
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Til every hanged fencepost in the country 
Rotted and the moss dropped from the trees. 
But Godamighty... thanks, I reckon I will. 

It°s these headlights sometimes sets me thinkin 
About things that move and move and can’t change 
And don’t get no greener. Keeps me and the crate 
From crackin’ up out there in the pitch, I guess. 
Wait a second, here’s some in my jacket. 

But as I was sayin’, I said to hell with it. 
She’ll never need me. To myself a course. 

And I aint ashamed to say I broke down 

Right then and there with all those fools lookin’ 

| And bauled like the sorriest young’un. 


You can’t learn a window dummy nothin’ 

And there aint a creek runnin’ that could make 

Its own bed if it tried. Funny, funny. 

I wonder what I wouldn’t’ave done once 

To ’ave caught her fast in them dogwoods, and damned 
If I wouldn't give my little toe right now 

Jest to catch some sun-up in her hair. 


LULLABY 


This is in our own devising, 

She is sleeping, let her sleep, 

Let the star of evening keep 
Watch upon her lest on rising 
Too much morning make her weep. 


You who love her tenderly, 


For the moment let her be, 
Being mortal now and free. 
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THE BEE 


A bee flew in off my blue balcony, 
Gold and jet from the clouds. | 
Peaceable? Candid as the smiling sky | 
Where I had watched him browse? 

Or had wrought flowers steeled his ire 

To rage? Must he temper mid-day fire 


In flesh? Awful questions hide their answer. 

— no coward sweat, no harm — 

Cool to my debate he bent on a jar, 

— soon swelled to a well of alarm — 

But simply haunted to inspire anemones, 

To hive himself with honey for drones and queen-bees. 


When crushed the cup of every failing flower 

To his velvet belly’s fill, 

He seven-leagued the air, to a mirror where 

He justed his image till, 

Bored with a humble-bee’s intransigence, 

He dropped near the floor and signed the mating dance. 


Then past Callots, and Botticelli’s Spring, 
He soared into the city, 
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_ To the more luminous canvas, to the real thing. 
Such his clemency: i 


Too wise to sow his life planting venom, 
He spent his fecund breath on dying blossom. 


TO A FALLEN APPLE 


Melong, we are doomed to funeral. 

Because sly Eve once halved you, witless sinner, 
To hemispheres of doubt for Adam’s dinner, 

To rut we tumble, dead before the fall. 


When you and I hung high on the tree of knowledge, 
Wise for ignorance, Ignorance reached 

A silly tempted hand to us and breached 

Eden. A subtle snake counseled this wedge. 


And though your flesh bloom. sweet as innocence, 
It feeds that serpent progeny as ours. 

_ Your flower fathers a deadly seed that sours 
Your heart. A worm at the core, no penitence 


Can save old Adam’s windfallen garden, 

Too gravely bruised on its own ground of sense. 

Skin is our winding sheet, and the most ardent 
Withers; for though the mind revolt, our clay consents. 
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LISTEN, COMEDIAN 


Listen, comedian, mimic of the mirror, 
You who wear your brother’s face, 

The late and starry hour betrays you 

And bares the bones behind the pantomine 
You invent to dark and leafy music. 


The heron moon and weaving constellations 

Turn in your blood; a shade, half-man, half-wolf, 

Howls in the glade; an owl hoots on the hemlock bough. 
The skull you wear behind your mocker’s mask 

Shines through the cadence of your trance. 


Of night let the caverns of your eyes be made, 

The ghost of manself in your gaze. 

Remember the raving of the rocky river, 

The wheeling hawks above the trees: 

And you, both brother and the slain one on the grass, 
The beaked knife flung upon the windy meadow. 


Though the marvel of your word be unspoken 
But move in the fury of your dance, 
Your waking arms and dyng gestures, 
Recall the morning-calm by murder broken, 
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The round sun tilted in your eye, 
| The red rays raging in your bones. 


. Ghost cries to ghost across the wind. 
_ The long leaves fall from the autumn trees; 
Night dies; your pantomime is dust; 
Your dance, the trembling of a shadow; 
Your image, your brother’s death mask in the glass. 


THE PLAY 


The pageant and the dance, the dark pavane 
Upon the lawn, the music and the trance, 
The rise and fall of man and woman 
Foretell the legend of the comedy: 

The labyrinth into the shining grotto, 

The lion at the ivory gate, 

The cockatrice upon the winding stairs. 


The silence and the glance across the shadows 
Foretell the entrance of the players, 

The progress of the dialogue: 

The pale apostles from the ochre sea, 

The daughters at the stations of the miracle, 
The masks and music and the ghosts, 

The father from the grave, the pallid son. 


The saraband and bronze trombones, 

The risen martyrs and the clowns 

Pronounce the end, the passion and the death 
Of lovers in each other’s arms: 

The shaodws and the echoes 

Of voices and of names, 

The memory of flame and of dark water. 
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IN MEMORY OF CHIPPIE HILL 


Booze hit and run was the blue voice boiled 
and the wealth of that dark lady stopped 

at the crossing. Double-belled was she 

but to no hearing; like the ear-bobs blinking 
were, so were the lights to her hard by 

a heedless warning. And so to her were 

the richrimmed round gold of her blurred 
seeing the street rocked to her heel height 
stepping, the curb, car, nerve of her tired 
falling. That dark lady was doused, her 
devil-may-care dead and borne in our 
dawning, and her gone way, human huge, we hug. 
She is all, yes, o she is all our mourning. 


That dark lady we gyped from her life’s found quiet, 
played her our own sure winner of hungering 

applause, and the rooms sang full 

her slammed voice and our praises spent 

like lost money. Again, she was the dumpy 

mother of each midnight marriage, the dazzle-dipped 
dreambroker, and her voiceshot was our saviour. 

She leaped our leery murder and our missing laughter, 
and her strength roved the ruined places, the rocked 
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and riddled stages, and shone life struck, 
yelled from the waiting faces. It was guilt enough 
we won, that now her dear death mocks. 


Her death was mean, and meaningless, and the more meant 


_ for us, when her hearty way staggered 


to grief. For her no memory serves 
the living, but the round of her scotched voice, 


| passion-proud, man-blessed. The burst 


of her joy was the real world, life-sized and seized 

to the lees: it is the risky gift she left 

amid the littered tables and the meager guests. 

It must be kept for that dark lady 

and for us, a night-capped fable for the fancy 

wish and for the homeward-going over the whirling streets, 
for the sudden stranger, for the new day’s dangers. 


MY ARM THEN MAKE THE CRADLE... 


My arm then make the cradle 
and your eyes the smiling sleep; 
there is yet time and time 

gone past the ways of grief: 

no love is brief, and no release 
pillows the flesh in death’s ease, 
and no tongue tells us wrong 
that tastes the nightlong kiss. 


Of all the world, we are these, 

and who will change the rocking of the seas? 
And who will the dreamer waken from the stone? 
Who will lie alone, or need to fear, 

or dare when we have done? 
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The unspoken legend, the bird 

born on the stilled waters, the blue sea egg, 
the womb of waters crying the life of the born 
bird, the bird crying and calling, flying 

the falling wing of the blue air, the fin 
flashing and flowing the grown sea waters, 

is our legend of life-giving and grieving, air 
and sea weeping their blue round of surge 
and keeping. 


Our sea legend is written in air, 

by rain and wing, by shell and thin bird 

bone on the blue sea floor. More than a goddess 
born of the bright waves” flume, more 

than a new green goddess, salt pearled 

in her tears of love, is the huge sea love, 

the giving, over and under the muscled water, 
blue deeps of the waves and the deep nerved air. 
The weeping 


weather of hurricanes, more 


than a man-made death, the closed whirlpool in the waking | 


blue water,the cloud whirlpool in the raging air, 
starts the bird starred in the shell’s quiet, the violent 
heart of silence breaking, the legend striking. 

Calms light the blue sea, where the spent season 
changes, and the endless pure bird falls, 

and the sure fin flakes the free air. All surface breaks 
its keeping. 


The crying legend, the fabled bird, 

we catch in the wind; signs frost the beaches, weed 
and wing and salt-wandering skeleton, 

slighi as a lost bird’s call over the storming 


252 


POEMS 


waters, the dumb warning of the sea’s bearing, 
_ the halcyon season. An uttered love laves 

the bird in the blue-streaming air; the mother 
voice of waters wakes life in a nest 

of weeping. 


SOUTHWEST TO VENUS,... 


Southwest to Venus, traveler, 

and by the engines of your birth, know love 
diminished by the morning, stars and : 
tears, and the long kiss that made —’’ 

the summer’s night; and tell the voyage, 

like the grope of hands in love, the compass 
of close-lidded eyes, and the breath-taking lips 
driven, wonder; for heaven beds its stars 

as briefly as the heart. 


Remember the goddess, then, as pearl, 

her milk, gold, and honey in the tumbled 

bed of seas and skies, and not the meshing 

of the nervous light, waking the stranger to the morning’s 
cries, the earth shuddering, the wheels turning 

the clockwork heart, the oil and blood on the silent 
beach. This is not flesh, nor vision, 

where once we lay awake in the motion of starlight 

and terror, infinite seas and her star’s tight harbor. 


DENYING THE SYMBOL... 


Denying the symbol, the swan’s legend 
linked to the voluble air, showers of gold, 
or hooves’ thunder, a woman may wait 

silent in the noise of the rigid god, 

may be the stilling at the heart of chaos 

and wonder. Love is irony, mortality enough. 
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Such tumult of wings attests and spends 
the air only, and coins their cold 
metals ring, this beast too late 

is lonely. For love is fatal need, 

and in a kiss, there is this, loss; 

a woman may know it is enough. 


Three women loved by a god yet will end 

fulfilled, in the strong, dumb earth of old 

eyes and wasted limbs, not for a spite 

of air or for him, but for their own scattering seed, 


for the common-hearted lovers who grieve no less 
than they grieved. One life is enough. 


AVOWALS OF WINTER... 


Avowals of winter split no fruit 

but savor the sour apples, cellar-cold, 

and the tart, hissing fire: we have our weather 
in the heart. 


When the milk freezes in the pitchers, 

the amorous blood designs no frost, 

but the hunter goes through the crackling wood 
and is not lost. 


Neither ice of stars nor morning’ s 

grey indifference hastens natural hunger; 

there is proper food, the cold bed, and the grave 
gives up its good. 


Animals lie safe and brief as winter seed, 
though the wind rages and the fields are dead; 
late is the last season’s sleep, and as warm 

as bread. 
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THE SUN AND THE COLONEL’S BUTTON 


Some thought that he had dropped from the sky. Others 
said that he must have crawled out of the earth unseen and — 
they would show you the hole in the cobblestones by the 
north gate. Not a soul had seen him walk through the gate 
into Nuremberg nor had anyone ever before laid eyes on 
him or his kind. Out of nowhere he staggered into the sun. 
His dark hands were clawing the light and his face was so 
thick with the dirt it was a twitching mask hiding God knew 
whose features. He might be anything under the sun, an 
ape or a big fish out of water, and if it had not been for 
his breeches there would have been some doubt about his 
sex. For his shape was obscured by the mud and the burrs 
on his clothes, and his hair, white with the hayseed and lice, 
was long like a woman’s. His eyes burned red under the dirt 
mask under the streaming hair. His thick head rolled as 
though his neck were broken. But his voice, they said, was 
the worst of all, a low endless howling and whining as of a 
trapped beast. Nothing like it had ever been heard or seen 
before in Christendom. 

Some thought that the full moon rose and shone in the 
afternoon sky with such an astonishing light it put the sun 
out and set the school on fire. Others recorded how the sun 
was gulped up by a mammoth cloud and a blackness fell 
over the town. The cat barked at the weathercock. The hen 
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crowed thrice. Green apples dropped from the chestnut tree 
and cherries from the withered rosebush in the policeman’s 
backyard. Other marvels happened that day in town. But few 
if anyone saw them happen. For it was a holiday, fine weather 
after a rainy week, and most of the people were outside the 
old town walls to stroll in the green fields, sit in the sun in 
the grass to eat and drink, or dance or climb the Maypole. 
Only the sick and the tired had stayed behind, and the dying 
behind the closed shutters. The town, they said, was quiet 
as a grave. Perhaps it was to the dead. But to him who we 


might say had just been born though he was fully grown, the ' 


sunlight was a wild noise. 
For when he came staggering so strangely through the 
gate, he was aware of nothing save for the roaring light. He 


did not know where he was. He never had been anywhere . 


before. He had lived in the dark like Jonah inside the big 


fish, not for three days and nights but ever since he could 
think. Who had put him into the dark he could not say, 
nor who had pulled him out of it into the light. He did not 
know what year it was, what day. There had been no clock 
in the dark. Day and night had been the same twilight. For 
all he knew he might have been in his mother’s womb or 
in the whale’s. He might have been the whale. The sun in 
the sky was awful to him and to be back again where he 
had come from was all he wanted. But he did not know the 
way. 

He did not know his left foot from his right nor up from 
down. He was quite ignorant. He had always crouched in 
the straw in the dark and never had walked one step. Now 
his feet in the alien boots were torn and swollen and they 
were burning like fire. Yet it would not occur to him that 
he might take them off. The white hot street poured out 
of the fear in his bowels, downgrade through lighted space. 
Of course there was the great shadow of the stone gate. But 
that he did not see because his back was turned to it. 

He staggered on in search of the lost dark yet away from 


the shadow, blind to the gabled houses in the blue, the | 
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| shutters, the black doorways, the little old man on the bench 
| in front of his shop. Had he seen the old man, he would 
not have known him from the weathercock atop the roof, 
or from the battered shop sign cut in the shape of a boot. 
For he had never seen a human being. He thought he was 
the only one there was. 

Neither did the old shoemaker see him, although the _ 
| whining had come to him from a distance. He was putting 
| the last touches on a pair of riding boots for a colonel whose 
long hyphenated name read the same forward or backward. 
The colonel was not there of course. There was no one far 
and wide, only the shoemaker Alois at one end of the street 
and the nameless stranger out of the dark hole at the other. 
But to the old man, the colonel was present when he was 
absent, and each time he raised the hammer, he murmured, 
« pardon me, good sir », as if he were to drive a peg into 
his customer’s bare foot. Also he begged God's pardon for 
working on Pentecost when the Holy Ghost had descended 
again upon the carved apostles by the church door. But he 
was poor and sick, he reminded God, and must make use 
of each clear moment He had granted him. The moment 
might be short — he never knew if he would not suddenly 
fall and crawl in the dust in the dark with the foam at his 
mouth. That too was God's will, he said and kept his eyes 
on the colonel’s boot. 

He did not look up when he heard the whining. Per- 
haps a dog or a drunk was baying last night’s moon. Perhaps 
it was his own sick brain crying — he had heard such voices 
before. The thought alarmed him and now he raised his eyes 
to the street, to the reeling solitary figure a distance away 
yet larger than life under the blue against the stone gate. 
What he saw could not be. He dared not trust his eyes more 
than his ears. Yet he was already on his feet, and with the 
hammer still in his hand was inching up the street, forward, 
across it, and staring openmouthed at what he saw. What he 
saw more sharply at every timid step was himself or one like 
himself, the clawing hands, the frothing mouth, the topheavy 
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body shaking, dropping, he feared and pressed a hand to his 
heart under the leather apron. No, the man he saw was — 
not drunk and was more of a boy than a man — seventeen 
if a day, the shoemaker guessed, staring. The boy was not 
full of wine, but must be like himself a victim of the falling 
sickness, God’s ailing child, thought the shoemaker. God’s 
favored child, he whispered, spreading his thin arms. 

The bliss of brotherhood lifted him and carried him 
quite away. He meant to lift the boy into his arms and carry 
him down the street to the shop to a bed — that little old 
man who was so weak he was a straw in the wind. He wanted ' 
to catch the boy before he would fall. But the cold foam 
was breaking from the shoemaker’s own pores and on the 
instant he staggered like the other in a blindness, alone and | 
shaking and crying louder than he. Then he fell facedown” 
into the horse dung. 

The hammer had dropped out of his hand, onto the cob- 
blestones where it caught the boy’s eyes. He had been briefly 
amazed by the man’s approach, less scared than startled by 
the human odor, the shadow passing before his eyes. But 
now he looked at the hammer as if the small black thing 
were part of the lost dark. When the old man came to at 
last, out of his own lost dark beyond time, he saw the boy 
stand somberly on his feet, with his torso slumped low and 
only faintly swaying. It came to him that the boy had not 
fallen at all and that he might well be revolted by the mystic 
sickness, standing as he did without a word and with his 
eyes on the hammer. The shoemaker felt deeply shamed as 
always when his sickness had taken him over the brink into 
hell or heaven. He felt worthless, lower than the dung in 
which he had lain, he weakly confessed, moaning, wiping 
his smeared face. No, the boy was not sick unless he be 
sick with the old man’s abomination. Whose boy was the boy? 
wondered the old man. His knees sagging, he circled around 
the stranger. Now he saw the letter stuck to the stranger’s 
ripped sleeve, glued there with beewax, perhaps with sealing 
wax. The letter was smeared with dirt, yet the address on 
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it was legible enough, the shoemaker noted, edging closer 
and on the instant retreating in awed astonishment. For the 
letter was addressed to the colonel whose long titled name 
filled four lines and read the same backward or forward. 


« At your service », the old man stammered, wincing as 
he bowed his poor back. « Can I help you? Have you lost 
your way? » he stammered. « Your Excellency », he humbly 
added. For he now suspected the stranger to be of a higher 
station in life, not God’s sick child nor the wolf’s, no Ishmael, 
but a traveler of distinction, though soiled and weary after 
a trying journey on foot. 

The boy would not answer him but stood as be- 
fore with his arms dangling low. He had begun to whine 
again. Or was he talking in a foreign tongue he, the poor 
shoemaker, could not understand, dumb as he was, without 
a higher education? he later asked of the police. Indeed it 
seemed to him as though he did understand a word now and 
then. Certainly the stranger demanded that he be shown the 
way to the colonel’s house. There could be no other meaning 
to his gestures, that waving of his hands in all directions, up 
and down and behind him. « Yes, sir », the shoemaker said, 
blinking. The colonel’s house was not far — a few streets to 
the left, a few to the right, he said, waving his hands like 
the stranger. Then as the stranger would neither look at 
him nor listen, he took him by the arm and offered to walk 
with him all the way. However the stranger, fat and tall 
though he was, walked no better than a two year old and 
the shoemaker had to drag and shove him until he all but 
carried him on his feeble, aching back. « It must be his 
feet — they must be hurting him badly », the shoemaker 
suspected, shaking his head at the clumsy, muddy boots, the 
blood in the cracked leather. i 

«T’ll make you a new pair at half the price the leather 
costs me », he sighed. 

«I am much obliged for your kindness », replied the 


boy. 
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Or so the old man imagined. For as he was dragging 
him by the skin of his teeth through the crooked forsaken 
streets, past the apostles in the churchdoor, around the gilded 
fountain, he thought that now at last he understood each one 
of the many questions the boy was not asking him. Was The 
Wild Man a good place to eat? How good was the mayor 
and how many people in this town wore boots, how many 
went barefoot? The old man, gasping and sweating, replied 
to all the questions he had not been asked. Now they were 
passing the courthouse where the boy dropped away from 
him, onto the steps to sleep. It was a miracle that the shoe- | 
maker was able to shake him awake and get him up and 
on the way again, half dead as they both were. It was a 
miracle that they were still alive. For at a curve a stone’s | 
throw away from the colonel’s big gray house, a bright lac- 
quered carriage whirled past them and might have run over 
the boy, had the shoemaker not swept him up in his arms. 

« Watch out, brother!» he cried and leaped with him 
into the ditch. There they lay face to face, silent as they 
blinked at each other through a buzzing cloud of flies. 


The buzzing persisted and swelled once he was out of 
the ditch and inside the colonel’s house, the vaulted kitchen 
in a gray twilight. The shoemaker had left him with the 
servants, the colonel being still out. drinking or gambling his 
life away — one never could be sure of his return. The shoe- 
maker had not sat down to rest, for fear he should never 
get back to his feet again. How had he found the strength 
to pull the stranger out of the ditch? Who had carried whom 
the last stretch of the way? he asked himself. The blind had 
led the blind. « God help us», he had mumbled as they 
had leaned by the colonel’s backdoor under the stone head 
of a toothless lion. « God be with you ». 

The boy had barely noticed the old man’s departure nor 
his own departure from one pair of human arms into another. 


A door had fallen shut. He had felt himself glide down with 
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the slanting shadows into unknown odors and voices. But 
- the mousegray light was known to him and he felt less afraid 
of it than of the sun. He thought that soon he would be 
where he used to be, back in the small dark hole. There he 
had sat on straw in peace. A jug of water had alway been 
by his side, also a loaf of bread. 

Through the dense odors he smelled the familiar straw 
and presently saw it in a dim corner on the wet stone floor. 
He thought the straw was there for him and he sat down in 
it. He was tired enough to fall asleep again. But his hunger 
kept him awake and he looked about him for his jug and 
his bread. There were loaves of bread in a basket on the 
table out of reach and many earthen jugs painted with 
roses high up along the wall. There were pheasants hanging 
in a bunch by the neck from the ceiling, and hams and heaps 
of apples and a pudding shaped like a fish. There were 
scraped fish and cheeses and eggs and onions. But all that 
food was out of his reach and besides he did not know that 
it was food, as he had lived on bread and water all his life 
in the dark. The fish eyes were like the human eyes he 
saw afloat in the steam. The brass and copper pots on the 
wall might have been faces for all he knew which was less 
than, nothing. He never had seen a human face before, not 
even his own, the twilight having been for years his only 
mirror. 

But he knew that he was thirsty and hungry, and he 
waited faithfully for the water and the bread to come his 
way out of nowhere as in the past when he had lacked no- 
thing. Then summer had been like winter, the dark the same 
twilight day or night. For he could see in the dark like a 
cat, and had in the dark distinguished each straw, each flea 
bite on his bare feet, and the red rose on the water jug and 
the living flea in the straw. 

He gazed at the distant jugs. He gazed at the faces in 
the humming steam, not knowing they were like his face. 
Nor did the kitchenhelp suspect that his face was like theirs 
— he seemed too strange for words. They were struck with 
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wonder and dared not come close, afraid, they admitted | 
later, that he might pounce on them and bite or put a curse 
on them and change each one to what he was. What was he 
— who was he? they whispered. The footmen came in to 
stare and the gardener with the handsome stableboy, and 
the young chambermaid although it was her day out. Behind 
her the colonel’s four daughters appeared in the arched, low 
door, with their hair in paper curlers and their handkerchiefs 
pressed to their noses. The stranger did not notice the young 
ladies and if he had he would not have known them from 
the eggs in the crock. What, asked the oldest daughter, 
was his name? Where was he born and who had sent him 
with that letter to papa? Was he a Russian? Was he a member | 
of the circus? asked the others, and Eggberta, the youngest, | 
asked was he a prince like the frog in the story book and — 
must she share her supper with him and her little soft bed 
tonight? But he reacted in no way to their questions and 
soon they all decided that he was deaf and dumb. 

The help and the young ladies had been most baffled 
by his ignorance. But when he suddenly broke into speech, 
their astonishment knew no end. For he could say one sen- 
tence, only one, the one he had learned from the man who 
had come to him invisibly in the lost dark. He never had 
seen the man’s face, not even his shadow. He had been a 
scent, a voice, a rustling in the straw. He had been a rhythm 
like waking and sleeping, a kind of timepiece in the time- 
less dark. He could be trusted to return unseen to change 
the straw under the boy or cut his nails, his hair when he, 
the boy, was sleeping. The man had not given him any pain. 
The sound of his breath had been like the boy’s own breath- 
ing and sometimes the boy had thought that he and the 
man were one. 

Now in the crowded, odorous kitchen the boy repeated 
the words he had learned from the man in the dark — I want 
to be a horseman like my father was. He said the phrase as 
loud as he could, hoping that it would get him the water 
and bread. He repeated the words urgently a number of 
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| times, not guessing their meaning beyond his hunger and 


thirst. Horseman and father were one cry in the void. 
The help were astounded to hear him speak, however 


| obscure his request must seem to them. Who was his father? 


So far he had told them nothing. But his speaking at all, 
and in their own broad dialect, made him appear less danger- 
ous, certainly human. That of course puzzled them more 
than ever — that he should be one of their kind and now 


| they burned to know what kind he was exactly and how he 


had come to look so unlike anything they ever had seen 
even in the circus! they exclaimed, throwing their hands 


| together. Or had they seen his like? The stableboy remember- 


ed last autumn — how he had lost his way picking mushrooms 
in the dark woods. He had wandered about for three days 
and nights in the cold rain, with one tree like the other 
and not a star to guide him in the night. Naturally, he had 
made it home in the end — here he was, as fine a figure of 


a man as any, he proclaimed, pinching the chambermaid. Yet 


at the time when he had come out of the woods, Jesus, he 
had been a sight, he had been a savage, like that one in the 
straw, just as filthy, helpless like a baby, he recalled. He 
hadn’t been able to walk another step or think of his own 
name. Yes, he, the big stableboy had bawled and bawled 
like a baby. 

While he told them his story, the stranger kept telling 
them his own, monotonously saying one and the same phrase 
over and over in quest of food. It was the cook who finally 
guessed that the boy must be hungry, perhaps starved to 
death although he seemed fat enough, the cook remarked. 
He cut a slice off the ham and held it down to him on the 
point of the carving knife. But the boy retched at the meat 
odor and hid his mouth in his hands. He was shaking and 
whining again, still waiting for the bread, the cool water. 
The carving knife had moved away from him and in its place 
he saw the familiar jug with the rose painted on it. Half 
rising, he grasped for the jug with both hands to drink of 
the water at last. On the instant, he thrust it from him with 


263 


= ON 4. si 
a il Li 

| 

N 


* 


MARIANNE HAUSER 


a blind violence, his head spinning, his tongue burning with 
the taste of beer as the jug crashed to the floor. He rose and 
staggered forward, vomiting, and with his fists beating against 
a vision of furious lights. Then all was darkness. 


When he awoke, he was lying in a gentle warmth, with 
his head in a woman’s lap. A soft warm sponge was slowly 
gliding up and down his face. For a while he lay with his 
eyes shut, the voices about him remote and the woman odor 
like something he must have known long ago in the dark. 
The water trickled from the sponge into his mouth. Now 
he opened his eyes and saw the black eyes above him. 


« There, there », the woman said singingly, washing his | 
face. «Look at him now, boys and girls», she said more 
loudly and with an amazed sigh. Ah, he was a man, certainly. 
He was male, as sure as she was female, she proclaimed. He $ 
was more human than her husband the cook — at least his 
skin was more human, she added, laughing a little, sighing 
a little, moaning. « He isn't bearded », she said. « He is not 
feathered. His red eyes are blue and his white hair is brown », 
she informed them, picking the seeds and the lice from his 
hair. « His hair is softer than silk. Just look at him smiling! ». 

He was too worn and torn to smile. But he felt at home — 
in her warmth under her warm breath, as if he had been 
resting with his head in the woman's lap all his life. « Baby, 
my baby », she said. He wanted to sleep where he was, in 
her dark warmth. But she put his.head back on the straw 
so that she might wash his poor feet. She must wash his 
poor body, she said, and give him fresh clothes, her husband’s 
white shirt, she said, his white apron. Here the cook who 
had turned his back and glumly gone to the stove to stir 
the soup, swung around on one heel and ordered her to 
take her hands off the creature. Enough was enough — had 
she no modesty? The milk was boiling over in the pot. The 
cats had gotten in through the window and they were eating 
up the colonel’s fish. 


«Go chase after the cats if you must chase after some- 
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pi body », he said, and to the boy he said: « Go to the stables 


and wait for the colonel there. You can help with the horses ». 

The stranger was half asleep and would not raise his 
head from the straw. He felt himself lifted up, carried out, 
and refelt as in a dream how the man had cartied him on 
his back out of the safe old hole into the first awful light, 
the swirling pollen in the slouched unending grass in the 
green fire. 

« What a load you are — you must weigh two hundred 
pounds », the stableboy was saying as he carried the stranger 
out of the kitchen, up a few steps and through a moonglazed 
yard to the stables. There he laid him down on the straw 
and let him sleep. 


He slept, not dreaming, not stirring. The horses were 
stamping and looking at him distantly through a haze. Move- 
less, he slept on under their wondering eyes while the colt 
was muzzling his face and eating the clover leaves off his 
breeches. 

Now and then the stableboy came in and each time found 
him still sleeping the sleep of the dead. Nothing would wake 
him, neither the rushing wind nor the lantern light, nor 
the colonel’s sudden shouting. The colonel had found his 
way home at last long after midnight, with more winestains 
on him than medals and a pink corset tied to his horse’s 
tail. His cavalry uniform was devastated as though in battle. 
Barely had he gotten off his horse, heavily, when the foot- 
man had presented him with the letter. The colonel, trans- 
ported at that fogged moment to some old battleground, had 
torn the letter open instantly, assuming that it must be a 
coded message from the dead emperor. He had heard the 
cannon fire, had smelled the gunpowder in his parlor, al- 
though no enemy had been in sight, only his four daughters 
in their long nightshirts. 

The letter was written in a mean scrawling hand. He 
had not been able to make head or tail of it at first, bleary- 
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eyed as he had been with the wine, and besides disturbed 
by his daughters, their cackling, their female curiosity. 
« What does it say, papa? Papa, Papa! » they had cried, 
hanging on to his neck, tugging at his torn epaulette, his 
twisted sabre belt. They. had nagged and pestered and kissed 
him on the bald head — Papa! Papa! — until the words in 
| the letter had stood out too legibly of a sudden. His skull 
had turned a deeper purple. He had crushed the letter in 
his fist. « Papa? ». 

« Bitchery! » he had shouted, and drawing his sabre, he 
had sent his daughters packing. He would send them to a 
nunnery, all four of them — all five! he had thundered, 
slashing ai a plastercast of the Venus of Milo. He never 
wished to see another female form in this house as long as 
he lived. « Don’t you dare wake up your mother », he added 
under his breath, and on the instant he was out of the house, 
his sabre dropping into the jasmine bush as he stormed across 
the yard. 

« Where is the bastard? » he asked, standing huge and 
harassed in the stabledoor against the shrunken moon. He 
did not notice the sleeping boy in the straw, nor did he 
ever want to come face to face with him, by God. Whoever 
the bastard was, he was not his bastard, he. said to the 
horses. He had no son, only daughters, he groaned, four by 
his second wife, more by his first wife — he could not re- 
member their number. His seed had brought forth more 
women than his gunpowder had killed men and he had a 
daughter wherever his regiment had camped, a daughter in 
every hallway, in every hayloft, but not one son; he knew 
it must be so. 

« Where are you? » he cried, glaring from horse to horse. 
« Why are you hiding? » He still did not see him, although 
the stableboy was swinging the lantern above the sleeping 
head in the straw. Where was the bastard’s mother, the 
harlot, the colonel said thickly, she who had sent her wretched 
son off with that letter — to pillory him and blacken his 
honest name? he shouted darkly. His name was so honest 
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it read the same backward of forward. Who had written the 
cursed letter, which one of her filthy panderers? he demand- 
ed from horse to horse. But the horses would not enlighten 
him, although each had two heads, he thought, and four 
eyes. 

« Treachery! » he exclaimed. He turned away from their 
multiple eyes, back to the door where he tore his collar 
open and stuck his roaring head into the rain barrel. The 
stableboy, watching from afar, thought that his master was 
trying to drown himself. But the bald head, dripping with 
moonlight and water, emerged from the barrel. « Ugh », said 
the colonel and pulled the letter out from under his belt 
to read it once again in the blowing night, by the moon. 


The Bavarian border 
the place I wont name 


I send you a lad he says he wants to serve his king 
with honor 

you call him any name he has no name I call him 
Caspar Hauser 

for at the door of my house was he laid a tender babe 
october 1812 

am a poor workman am a sinner have ten of my own 
but thought 1 must keep him as was gods will 

and bring him up a good christian 

wherefore 1 could not let him out of the house 

one step ever since 1812 

not a soul knows him or who he is 

he cant know nor know the place he comes from 
ask him colonel if you please 

he wont tell you 

he says he wants to be a horseman like his father 


Here the letter grew black under the colonel’s eyes for 
a cloud was passing the moon. It was the briefest interval 
of darkness, yet long enough to bring another darkness back 
to his mind. Staring up to the cloud, he recalled the year 
1811, a narrow mountain pass in the Pyrenees, and he under 
Bonaparte’s colors riding at the head of his men through 
a moonless night. 1811, the colonel thought, watching the 
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cloud, how it took on the shape of a large bird in flight. 


In a flash he recalled the bullet that had shot out of nowhere 
into his groins. He had believed himself quite dead. He 
had been as good as dead, such an invalid for the next few 
years, he had not dared mount the most docile mare. That 
he remembered for sure, and also how the emperor had 
pinned a medal on him and kissed him in French on both 
cheeks. 

« Vive l’empereur », he now said dubiously, relieved 
yet not without sorrow while the moon was under a cloud. 
«Our beginnings never know our ends », he said, sighing 


and staring skyward. The cloud lifted. Here was the moon 


and around her a sprinkling of stars. A thrush was singing 


in the jasmine bush where his sabre had dropped. The cool | 
wind blew over his naked head. He shivered, and drawing | 


his neck in, read on where his eyes chanced to fall: 


must not pry him with questions 

he wont know ihe answers nor my house 
I wont tell you I cant give you my name 
for fear of punishment colonel 

Caspar hasnt a penny on him nothing 

as I have nothing myself not one red penny no 
your honor will make a place for him 
in the 6th regiment 

the lad is sharp he learns fast 

he is a.christian he can write his name 
kindly do as you please with the lad 

if you cant keep him | 

hang him by the neck dear colonel 

in the chimney 


All that time Caspar had been fast asleep and the stable- 
boy, much though he begged and shook him, could not get 
him to open his eyes. Afraid of the colonel’s wrath, he finally 
fetched a bucket of water and poured it over the pale head 
in the straw. Caspar sat up, startled by his wetness and by 
the colt’s metallic neigh. As always upon awakening, he 
groped for the jug in the straw. Bat the jug was not there. 
Instead he felt the warmth of the lantern close by, and 
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_ turning, saw the nodding candle flame inside it. The small, 
blue light caught his fancy and he stuck his hand through 
the open lantern door to touch the flame. The next moment 
he wailed most pitifully, and licking his blistered finger, 
lay down on the straw again, with his eyes shut to escape 
any further disappointment or pain. But the stableboy grab- 
bed him by the wet collar and hastily drew him up. « Stand 
straight. Be sure to salute him », he warned. For the colonel, 
aroused by the wail, had turned his back to the moon and 
was now approaching them slowly through the shadows. 
«Can't you stand on your feet? » the stableboy nervously 
asked, dismayed to see the stranger drop heavily upon him 
‚as though there were not a bone in his body, as though the 
stranger were a ragdoll, he now suggested aloud, holding 
him under the arms. « I’ll have to support him or he’ll be 
sure to drop back on the straw and to sleep », he explained 
to the colonel. 

«Shut up », the colonel replied, staring at the figure 
that dangled like a huge puppet before him. Evidently the 
lad was too tired to stand, he thought, taking in the sad 


details, the tremor under the streaming, dripping hair. Why 
had his four daughters made the lad out to be a monster 
dropped from the moon, out of this world, as they had put 
it, when clearly he was quite of this world? Their stale 
virginity must have warped their eyeballs, reflected the co- 
lonel, mindful again of the fact that none of the four was 
married although the youngest even was older than the boy 
in front of him — the bastard who would be his son, his 
youngest child if he were his child, the colonel reflected, 
staring. No, the stranger did not at all seem strange, not to 
the old soldier who had in his day seen a thousand Caspars, 
he now said aloud. He had, he said, seen him and his like 
crawling in the frozen tracks behind the provision wagons 
day and night. He remembered the Caspars, how they had 
scratched the dust for a gnawed chicken wing, a rotted cab- 
bage head, a breadcrust, he said into space. He had seen 
only them — never their fathers, he said, and for a bleak 
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moment it seemed to him as though he were standing alone 
with the boy in the scorched fields amid the dead, bloated 
cows. Ah, there was no reality in such a vision. He must get 
down to the essentials, he thought shaking his head. Then 
he spat on the straw and in a military tone asked the boy for 
his rank. 

The question, he knew, was senseless. But he could not 
think of anything else to ask him, and indeed he waited a 
little as though in a secret hope that the boy might really 
be a soldier out of uniform. « So you want to be a horseman. 
Like your father? » he went on at length, scratching his 
head and wondering why he should waste his time talking 
to one who could not possibly give him an answer in time 
or space. Really, he would have liked to find him a place © 


in his squadron, if only the lad were not quite so fearfully . 


silent. « Have you ever sat on a horse? Can you tell a horse 
from an ass? » he inquired, stepping close enough to peer 
under the drenched hair unto the bloodshot eyes. « Can you 
saddle a horse? » he asked, feeling for the muscles in the 
dangling arms. But there was only the soft flesh. Now he 
pinched the boy’s sagging legs and slapped his chest and 
looked into his mouth at the teeth. « Too bad », he vaguely 
said. Shrugging, he turned away and gazed once more at 
the letter, as if to find a clue that had eluded him before 
in the moonlight. But now he was holding the letter upside 
down. 

« You should have seen him before the cook’s wife wash- 
ed him. She went to work on him », the stable boy said 
with a grin. « What am I to do with him? Who is he? Do 
you know who he is, sir? » he anxiously cried. For the 
colonel had suddenly turned his back on them and was 
about to walk out of the stable. 

To Caspar, the redfaced colonel had been one of count- 
less shapes, colors, odors and sounds. Or had the bright 
fluttering eyes in the dark face quickened a curiosity in him, 
a love perhaps as had the candleflame inside the lantern? For 
now, as the colonel was walking away from him, a massive and 
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eyeless shadow, he felt a loss like a pain. The mute round eyes: 
of the horse would not fill the sorry emptiness he felt. With 
a cry he pulled away from the stableboy’s grip and staggered 
after the departing colonel. 

«Dll be damned », the colonel softly exclaimed through 
a whistle, turning his eyes toward the staggering boy, those 
arms like huge wings flapping and the boots kicking up the 
sawdust in a golden cloud. The colonel stood still and breath- 
less, watching how the boy was spreading his arms wider — 
«as if he were about to throw them around my neck », the 
colonel thought, waiting with bated breath. He was profound- 
ly alarmed, yet was strangely ready for just such a moment 
of madness, dreading and wanting the bastard’s embrace with- 
out a thought as to the stableboy’s presence. Now Caspar 
was less than a foot away. The colonel imagined that he was 
hearing the boy’s heart beat — or was it the beat of his own 
heart? He waited with his fist on his heart. But the boy 
would not embrace him nor even raise his eyes to the colonel’s 
bright, flickering eyes now that he had come so close to 
them. Instead his attention was caught by a copper button 
— the only one that was left on the colonel’s ruined military 
coat. The button was hanging loosely from a thin thread, a 
smaller, kinder sun for which the boy reached trustingly 
and with a broad smile. The shining round thing came off 
between his fingers and he breathed on it and licked it and 
rubbed it against his cheek while the smile spread on his 
face in circles like rings on a pond. 

«Ill be damned », the colonel murmured softly to no 
one. « Let him keep the damned button, damn it », he mur- 
mured, his shoulders slumping like an old man’s, his bald 
head drooping. « There is nothing I can do for him », he 
continued blankly and with a glance across his slack shoulder 
as though in search of a phantom that had escaped with the 
night. The night had come to an end. The jasmine bush, the 
low carved terrace of the house lay speechless in a first 
light. The evening star was the morning star. « Not a thing », 
the colonel said lamely. « It’s a case for the police to look 
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into. I can do nothing. We must send him to the police with 
the letter. But first let him sleep. Put a blanket over him, 
it is a cold morning. Good night ». 

In a blank salute he raised a hand to an invisible 
helmet on his naked head, then walked out through the yard 
to the house. He did not stop to pick up his sabre in the 
bush, nor would he look back at Caspar who was fast asleep 
again in the straw, with a horse blanket over him and the 
colonel’s button in his fist as he slept. 


272 


W. S. MERWIN 


THE PASSION 


In that garden at evening 

We could not speak save in prayer 
Unto each other saying, 

« Each other’s will be done »; 

Nor could we walk under 

Bare thorn but the branches 
Unnaturally would compose 

Over our heads a croun. 


Non enim sciunt quid faciunt 


Truly, strong bulls of Bashan 

Had beset us round; 

Our doom, though falsely, had been 
Foretold, and where we came 
Hands were washed of our end; 
And there was that fretful spouse 
Had suffered, because of us, 

Many things in a dream. 


Non enim sciunt quid faciunt 


Each of us, we knew, 
Must be unto the other 
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The singular cross; yet how 
Could either of us hang painful 
Upon the other, either 

Upon the other weigh 

As burden? Merrily 

We went out to that hill. 


Non enim sciunt quid faciunt. 


We heard the nails scream 

In the wood as they were draun 
Out from the last time, 

And felt their pain; the cry 
You swore was old affection 
And smiled upon the sound 
Not woodenly, but I turned 
My wooden face away. 


Non enim sciunt quid faciunt 


Three hours we hung as though 
To veil the sun; thereafter 

The earth shook; and, although 
You said it was not real, 

The dark was ours: no other 
Voices, at last no thirst; 

Doubt not, love, though the first 
Death is original. 


Non enim sciunt quid faciunt 


On the stroke of our absence, 

They say, the sainted dead 

Rose from their double patience 

In jealousy, for we seemed 

Our own heaven. Through the rifted 
Temple veil we saw only 
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Darkness, and virgins darkly 
Coming with lamps untrimmed. 


Non enim sciunt quid faciunt 


They led us away 

To this place we were to harrow 
And rise from, the third day. 
And howso scripture be truthful, 
Yet this pain we pass through, 
Though shared, consumes us by 
Dividing infinitely, 

Is at all times eternal. 


Non enim sciunt quid faciunt 


GENOESE MARINER 


You, Genoese mariner, 

Your face most perfectly 

A mask about a vision 

Your eyes most clear when turned 
On the bewildering west, 

You, so your story goes, 

Who believed that that direction 
Toward which all breath and knowledge 
Although their eyes cling elsewhere 
Make ignorant declension, 

Must by its own token, 

Continuing, contain 

A grammar of return, 

A world’s unknown dimension, 
You, nevertheless, in search 

Of gilt and spice, who fancied 
Earth too circumscribed 

To imagine and cradle, 

Where no map had suspected, 

The distances and marvels, 
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The unfingered world — 
I whose face has become, | 
Oh mistaken sailor, 
Suddenly a frame 

For astonishment, stand 

In the long light of wonder 

Staring upon the shadows 

That circle and return 

From another’s eyes, 

I, after so long, 

Who have been wrong as you. 


CANSO 


Was there truly in that afternoon 

No sorcery, when the leaves between us 

In the October garden fell like words 

Through the long sun before the gathering winter; 
Was there no enchantment but your imputation? | 
I was a name inconstant; I had come, 
Unlooked for, from the shifting sea, my face 
A field for doubting, my tales untrustworthy; 
You believed, and therewith I was credible. 


And that stern evening, speaking of snares 

Where the hunter had fallen, where even the wise might fall, 
Or speaking, in November, of primroses, 

When doubt possessed me, and my eyes fell 

To stones, half-trusting in stones, and my mind fell 

To a merciless winter of bleak words, yet you 

Beyond words believed me to be a gentle 

Season, and I, as from sleep returning, 

Was thence the sign and green wind of spring. 


You are the tender hazel and diviner 
Whose faith is delicacy; yet had you 


276 


e, 


POEMS 


_ Believed me anything but what I was 

‚I should have come — still without violence 

| But gently as that legendary beast 

The unicorn, who did not exist 

Until conceived in the mind of a virgin — 

Through the woods of change, and laid down my head 
To fill the lap and hand of your supposition. 


For you, by all the faiths in which we figure, 
Are undeceivable: we are not ourselves 

And I but a shadow in your superstition 
Unless love be an imagination 

Framing the singular metaphor of coherence 
In the dying riot of random generation, 
Unless it be the passion of an order 

Informs you so to this innocent 

Authority, this peculiar knowledge. 


And have you not become, by much believing, 
Yourself the prime breath, the infusion of the real 
Upon this dust? I walked incredible 

As death, a gaunt preposterous ghost, until 

Your creed included me among the living: 

But not until I had, as from despair, 

Abandoned claim to all the probable senses 

And had become your trope and tenet merely 
Could I inherit the familar body. 


I am renewed as you imagine me 

For all the orders which love believes 

Are the one order. There, listening, the child 
In love with wonder, ascribing contradictions 
To the different gesture of an heroic world, 
Attributing the bruited failure 

To an alien but more excellent mode 
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Of triumph, creates a possible 
World for the impossible legionary. 


There forlorn clown and painted masquer 
Do not move in a demonstration merely 
Cynical, of the necessity of error, 

But perform an ordered rage of jubilation, 


And the eye in love with compassion believes 
The figures of compassion: the mad girl 
Mourning her father, the fretted prince delaying 
Particular confusion till the confusion 

Of death be absolute and general. 


The idiom of order is celebration, | 
An elegance to redeem the graceless years; i 
So those the nine-years-enraged for a filched doxy 
Who contend forever in the fanciful song 

Are the real, and those who with tangible 

Bronze fought are now the unbelievable dead, 
Their speech inconceivable, their voyages in vain, 
Their deeds inaccurate, save as they coincide 
With the final tale, the saving celebration. 


But you, believing, name a new paradigm 
That existed, nonetheless, before 

The hour of your believing: for the order 
Is, although the place where it exist 

Be nowhere but a possibility: 

And your believing spins continually 

Its own newness: as time continues 

Out of the possibility of itself. 

Time is a creature like the unicorn. 


It is by your faith that I believe, I am. 
Therein is genesis, as though a man, 
In love with existance, should bring to belief 
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| A divinity, an imagination 

‚ That might move upon the idea of nothing 

| And imagine a man; as though a man should make 
| A mirror out of his own divinity, 

i Wherein he might believe himself, and be. 

| So, in your articles, we love, you are. 


' And our hands are a shape of confidence, 

_A gesture of releasing, where joy is always 

| Young as its own beginning. Thus the falling 

Water is confident and falls, thus summer 
Confidently fails, and both are new 

As often as they fall. Believing is 
Conception, is without artifice the making 

| Perpetually new, is that first holy 

Aura and ordinance of creation. 


I have pronounced you the single luminary, 
And we are housed in an embrace of whiteness, 

| But shadows would threaten and the dark descend 
In all the rooms where we believe. Oh love, 
Believe this candour indivisible, 

That I, perfected in your love, may be, 
Against all dissolution sovereign, 

Endlessly your litany and mirror, 
About your neck the amulet and song. 


THE PRODIGAL SON 


I 


Except for the flies, except that there is not water 
Enough for miles to make a mirror, the face 
Of the afternoon might seem an empty lake, 
Still, shining, burnished beyond the semblance 
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Of water until the semblance of afternoon 

Was all the surface that shimmered there, even 

The dust shining and hanging still, the dusty 

Carob trees and olives gleaming, all hung 
Untouchable and perfect, as in its own 

Mirage. Or else the afternoon, the shapes 

So still in the heat, and burnished, in such intensity 
Of shining stillness, seem other than themselves, 
Seem fragments and faces half-seen through their own 
Glare, shaping another life, another 

Lifelessness that mirrors this as might 

Its own mirage. Except for the flies. There 

Where the far hills seem the sheen of a dusty hanging 
Hovering like a breath just out of reach 

The slack tents of the herders lean, and the flocks 
Lie motionless under the trees, the men 

Not moving, lying among them. And between 

There and the ruled shade of this white wall 

There is nothing: distance is dead, unless 

It is in distance that the flies hum. 


IT 


And the silence off on the hills might be an echo 
Of the silence here in the shadow of the white wall 
Where the old man sits brooding upon distance 
Upon emptiness. His house behind him, 

The white roofs flat and domed, hushed with the heat 
And the hour, and making what it can of shadow 
While no one stirs, is it in fact the same 

In which lifelong he has believed and filled 

With life, almost as a larger body, or is it, 

Now suddenly in this moment between mirage 

And afternoon, another, and farther off 
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Than the herdsmen, oh much farther, its walls glaring 
White out of a different distance, deceiving 

By seeming familiar, but an image merely 

By which he may know the face of emptiness, 

A name by which to say emptiness? Yet it is the same 
Where he performs as ever the day’s labour, 

The gestures of pleasure, as is necessary, 

Speaks in the name of order, and is obeyed 

Among his sons, except one, except the one 

Who took his portion and went. There is no distance 
Between himself now and emptiness; he has followed 
The departing image of a son beyond 

Distance into emptiness. The flies crawl 

Unnoticed over his face, through his drooping 

Beard, along his hands lying loose as his beard, 

Lying in his lap like drying leaves; and before him 
The smeared stalls of the beasts, the hens in the shade, 
The water-crane still at the well-head, the parched 
Fields that are his as far as the herdsmen 

Are emptiness in his vacant eyes. 


II 


But distance, 
He remembers, was not born at a son’s departure 
Nor died with his disappearance; and he recognizes 
That emptiness had lodged with him before, 
Lived with him in fact always, but humbly, 
In corners, under different names, showing 
Its face but seldom, and then had been for the most part 
Ignored. And now at the loss of one son 
Only when all else remains, not fearful 
For the sake of what remains, but for the love, simply, 
Of what is lost (unto this has been likened 
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The kingdom of heaven) he sits in the afternoon 
Of vacancy, by licence of vacancy, 

For emptiness is lord of his hollow house, 

Sits at his side at table, devouring, 

Shows him from room to room, for all faces 

Of loss, the known and the foreboded, all 
Figments of fear and grieving, the new 

And the remembered, are swollen and groun 
To insolent possession there, feed 

At home on all the limbs of his life, fix and focus 
| Their image there on the dying in distance 

Of distance, on dying by distances, 

On that one departure, as on the empty frame 
Of the door the son went out by. 


IV 


He went out by that door 
Eagerly, not lingering to look back, 
Bearing with him all that could be carried 
Of his inheritance, since he was of an age 
To take what was his and leave, and his father 
Gave him his portion, who would not willingly 
Have had him lack for anything, not even 
For the distance beyond his doors. He went out 
Looking for something his father had not given, 
Delights abroad, some foreign ease, something 
Not faint although distant, which he must give 
Himself, something indeed which he carried, 
Unknowing, already with him; or, say, an ampler 
Body, an assured content, something 
Which, unknowing, he was leaving behind, yet 
Which he had to leave to be able to find. And wasted 
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| His substance in wild experiment and found 


Emptiness only, found nothing in distance, 


Sits finally in a sty and broods 


Upon emptiness, upon distance. 

Except 
For the flies hovering and crawling before 
His eyes, insisting that the afternoon 
He sees is there, the dusty grass, the unholy 
Swine, the shared husks, the shared hut shining 
Like brass in the oddest places might be a mirage 


| Merely in which he had no part, a strange 


Vista made of familiar pieces caught 

In an odd light in a mirror, an image 

Of emptiness out of a restive day-dream 

Gone wrong at home; unreal, if he could turn 

The mirror, open his eyes. And all between 

This hour and corner where he sits, and his father’s 
Door that day when he walked away, surely 

Is unreal, a picture in which he has no part, 
Leading to this — the loud junketings, the women, 
The silks, columns, the intricate pleasure 

Of largesse; his mind turns among 

Those vacancies as a mirror hung by a string 

In a ruin, Distance might be dead 

Except for the flies, and instead of the emptiness 
On which he stares, the backs of the sleeping swine 
Might be the far hills beyond the hens, 

Beyond the hushed water-crane and the fields 

By his father’s house; the shade where he sits 

Be the ruled shadow of the white wall, or at least 
He might be lying just out of reach under 

A tree among the herders; oh except 

For the flies’ insistance, the sty must be 

A heap of ashes, and the swineherd’s fouled garment 
Sackcloth. 
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V 


So in the empty frame of an old man's 
Mind the figments of afternoon 
Wait between a substance that is not theirs 
And an illusion that is another’s: the herders 
Wait on the hills, the dusty olives, the fields, 
Well-crane and white walls are a held 
Breath waiting; and the dozing calf 
Fattens and waits, the other sons asleep 
With their wives in complacent dreams 
Wait in emptiness and do not know 
That it is emptiness, that they are waiting, 
That the flies are wrong and hover in nothing, 
That distance is dead, that in the same mirage 
Nearer than the flies or the herders, the lost son, 
Hesitant, stumbling among the swine (unto this 
Has been likened the kingdom of heaven) hoping 
For little, takes the first step toward home. 
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SONG 


| Ante 
| as the musician embraces 


the body of his guitar 
as the man caresses 
the unawakened girl 


over this paper I 

put hands to my desire 

that your waking eyes may see 

your thighs respond and open 

and warm mouth and a thousand arms 
reach beloved poem for me 


ALADDIN 


Only Aladdin could tell, of all the lamps at the flea market, 
Which one was magical, and even he 

Didn’t know a thing about its magic. 

He chose the one disguised as a tea pot, 

Paying the usual price, a penny, to the dealer; 

But the moment he had it in his hands he knew 

What until then he had no idea of: 

How to make it work. 
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With his house key he scratched away the cruddy surface — 
Pure gold beneath, confirming what he had suspected; 

And when he polished it up, 

From the spout there rose a dragon breathing fire, 

And ’thouten a blink of eye he seized it by the tail 

And swung it wide with all his might and main 

And lo! it changed to a genii fore his very eyes 

Who knelt and said, « My master ». 


There by the cemetery is the market 

Where the junkmen spread their wares. 

All the things we use, grow sick of, and throw away. 
Go there, friend: For he who picks the magic lamp 
From row on row identically tarnished, 

Knowing a dragon will issue from its wick, F1 
And dares to swing the monster by his jaggedy tail 
Will have the power of a giant at his bidding. 


286 


pap 
| 


JOSÉ GARCIA VILLA 


XALOME 


As,1,am,long,and,beautiful, 
(Like,a,fish; like,a,rose) 


As,I am,young,and,masterful, 
(Like,an,egg; like,a,typhoon) 


As,I,am,wise,and,a,child, 


(Like,a,vow; like,a,knife) 


In,salamanders,of,ice,I,burn, 
(Like,a,virgin; like,a,tear) 


My,rebuke,of,John— 
(Like,a,terminal,of,love): 


Baptist,John’s,head,then,shall,be, 
(Like,a,kiss; like,a,church; 


Like,a,beehive,in,the,sun) 
My,beehive,in,eternity. 
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THE ANGEL * 


The,angel,is,an, 
Intellectual,instrument,a,concept,of, 
Impractical,and,in— 
valuable,dimension. We,can,not, 
Afford,his,diminution. 
Pure,spirit, 


The,elements,of, 
Humanity,unmixed,in,him; yet,since,all, 
Spiritual,truth,is, 
Paradox—he,is,tender,and, 
Terrible,our,safeguard, 
Our,danger. 


Science,measures; 
Our ,minds,follow,and,it,is,difficult,to, 
Remember,the,magnif— 
icent,and,frightening,stature, 
Of,an,angel. We,unlock, 
Space,make,ra— 


dar,a,toy,but,it, ' 
Was,our,ancestors, built,a,bridge,to,God: 
The,morning,stars,sing, 
Together! there,is,the,angel’s, 
Voice—there,is, 


His,breath. 


* Adapted from an essay by Mrs. von Erffa. 
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POEM 


The,Verb,in,its,lair. 
And,l: caught, 
Caught,in,its,tick,and,tock: 
Caught,in,its,rule,and,real : 
At,last, 
Divided,into,diamond. 


O,there,in,the,east,air, 
My,thistle,Verb, 
My,gold,lightbreak! my,gale,Suez, 
With,reals,and,reveals,of,love: 
-By,whose, 
Exigent,fire: glitterer, 


Tasker, perfect,rider : 
I,man,each, 
Poem,each,love: Here,by,the, 
Faustdark,fence,of,mortality, 
Dig,idg, 
The,long,clean,bones,of,reality : 


And,ah,complexing,love, 
Reversing,rose: 
Thy,tidals,of,King-gold,erupt — 
(— Noble,barbar,sweet!) 
The,nine — 
Living,ladders,of,eternity. 
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THE MOAT 


How deadly black, how too serene 

This water lies, 
Circled with walls and moss of ermine green. 
Asylum such as once it gave is scarce reproach 

To death’s decaying smile, 
Save when as now, though dark, the water brings 
A sparkling stray from cold rare flock, 
A silver foul ablaze a downward mile 

With holy alarm of message in his wings, 
And toward us falls, of peace, a tender plume 
In heavenly lines that suit the breast of light — 
Ah! Ah! A great swan seated on the quiet gloom, 


And this way rowing, that way curvirig bright 
With velvet pedals and a speed so soft 
Soon he is ripples only, soon his throat, 
That lovely loop of snow, has melted 
From our adoring view. 
On him, the shy ethereal shell 
Weighted with hope, darkness has mounted too. 


You suffering men of history who dug this moat, 
And dreamed that doom would drown before it reached your 
bed, 
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Make rise now in your son’s remotest son’s despair 
The will to detain this migrant with a crust of love, 
To plead this purest thing may sit at ease 
_ And make a healing water 
From this grim ditch of night. 
Beware! the luminous body twines and would be up. 
Beware the icy whistle of departing hope! 
Before he can take to farewell and to flight, 
Coax him with living morsels of our love, 
The daintiest, most idolatrous the heart is fashioned of — 


Else to your many. fates add one fate more, 
The one no mourner shall be spared to weep above. 


THE JOURNEY 


We were late in coming to Avalon 
On a ballad-like day in France in summer, 
When hedges were merry with birds and their babes 
And the harvest was idling, asleep in the sun, 
Its labours all golden and nearly done, 
With scarcely a toss of its placid shimmer, 
All rooted in summer's will, 
All a deep dreaming, a deep standing still. 
When suddenly 
— Who is Time, what are we, that we could not stop? 
A plunge of brightness vexed the grain 
Into a scuffle and glittering lope 
And a rush of brilliance up the hill 
Leaving a hiss as the wind went under 
With poppies, red ripplers, gay on top, 
And again the pale dreamer was still. 


We were late in coming to Auxerre, 
Late with honour, 
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For we alone, slow sisters, saw 
Through the dead king’s trees, far from the road, 
A green flower in the glade of noon, 
An orphan orchis in the heathery wood, 
A blossom pinched and privy from head to root 
But full of botany’s most noble blood, 

Risen, as it were, for us alone 

Who took her and went more humbly on. 


We were late in coming to Vézelay 

And blest for being late. 

How otherwise could we have found 

The ember of tranquility, 

Ours to possess upon the evening ground? 
One emerald, bleached, and lovelier so, 
One (to enchant the ides of dusk) pale huskèd spark, 
One taper musing on a hearth of fern, 
One glow-worm in the mediaeval dark, 

Whose dewy torch gave off poetic light 

Of such restoring tenderness we were 

In one hot dazzling tear wept back to youth 

And all our years stowed out of sight, 

Two innocents, two seedling hopes, 
Two pinafores full bloom ahead, 

Leaning upon the dear lap of delight 

To watch the winsome fire not firey, 

The delicate mystic of old summer night. 


O my sister, shun the hasteners, 
The have missed the little redeemer, 
They have not seen his light. 
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THE VILLAGE POET 


Pother of sudden wings in flight 
before the pregnant east 

yields her red egg — I spent the night 
(until my hot brain ceased 

to grind out birds) in making them. 


They circle in the golden air — 
then flounder here and tumble there. 


Crude toys! The village will condemn 
the bustle of abortive wings 

that seek the sacred wood in vain: 

a fool has tampered with strange strings 
and irked the Main Street of the brain. 


EPITAPH 


He heard between the Hills of Truth and Good 


a noise of wings that seek the sacred wood. 
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THE GALLEY TO MYTILENE 
(AFTER THUCYDIDES) 


‘Take me up, sailors, into your great ship 
and Ill tell you a story to bring you peace” | 


I 


In chains but still trying to gesticulate, as if he still had 
something to say, but he had nothing to say and could not 
utter a sound, the envoy from Lesbos reached his hand to 
his throat. 

The galley was equipped. The oarsmen began to climb 
in and take their places. To Mytilene was a voyage of a day 
and a night, and they would arrive tomorrow morning. They 
were carrying the sentence of doom, 

As the twelve men and their captain got in, the ship 
settled low in the water. The captain clambered back onto 
the pier and cried angrily. “What kind of a tub have you 
given us here?” 

“The fastest ship in the Piraeus, you know it”, said the 
port-inspector, checking it off. 

“I count twelve men and food for twelve and me”, said 
the captain bitterly, “and it’s like a cargo of lead”. 

“The men’s hearts are heavy, that weighs you down”. 

The captain aborted a gesture and jumped in. She listed, 
and when she righted she had settled to the oarlocks. “This 
won't get us there in a week”, said the captain in a choking 
voice, 
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There was no wind. 


It was soon after sunrise, but already the port of Athens 
lay as if in black noon. The customs-building and the ware- 
house were white blocks and their shadows swallowed up 
men like holes in space. Stone did not glitter. There was 
no color. | 

There was movement. In the absence of atmosphere and 
reflection, the far-off of the Acropolis smashed forward like 
the first that slowly from afar suddenly hits you between the 
eyes. The water spread flat to the edge and fell. 

The Lesbian envoy, who had failed in his plea for clem- 
ency, was allowed to witness the departure. Chained, he was 
guarded by two stony boys. They would not let him onto 
the pier and he stood at the edge of the shore, his feet in 
the water. His face was haggard but he could no longer weep. 
He had no more language. They had crushed him in the 
Council by repeating monotonously their one sentence: 
“Teach others not to rebel’’. As if he were speaking to men 
of affairs, to men of letters, to persons, he urged arguments 
of imaginative and devious policy, but they said only: “Teach 
others not to rebel”, Very soon he came to the time of wail- 
ing, gnashing his teeth, and hugging their knees, but they 
repeated only: “Teach others not to rebel””. The Athenians 
were stupid. 

He could not weep because they did not offer him, even 
in his defeat, a consoling handshake. 

In his hot dry eyes his lovely native city, with its porti- 
coes and colonnades of rose and blue, was already razed. 
The women were shrieking. The men were dead. He did not 
feel for this; the shock of it was past. Indifferently he watched 
the haze of smoke on the horizon. 

They unwound the lines. The galley scraped the bottom 
and lurched. The captain angrily shouted. 
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Il 


Once under weigh, out of sight of the Mytilenian sitting 
in the water, they rowed hard forward. The oarsmen sat in 
benches of two, naked, and they rowed ten strokes to the 
minute. They rowed the actual minute (it was counted) and 
after it the minute after it. 

The galley made slow progress. 

The oarsmen sent on such a mission were not slaves, but 
free citizens — past their ephebic year of service, but it was 
a time of war. Indeed, they were the best of the best, the 
strongest of the fairest. Yet they rowed away the actuality 


_as if they were slaves and as if their captain were beating 
them in towering anger. They, who were used to go merrily, | 
to even idiotic battles. o | 

But we must distinguish between the actuality, the reali- 
ty, and the existing. (Try! and you will never be able to 
distinguish them). The sunlight lit the ship, the sea, the 
oars, and the hands of the oarsmen: the actuality was how 
it was, this was the reality. 

But ordinarily we can imagine away, have already some- 
what imagined away from the actuality how it is, and the 
reality is also this imagination. But their imagination was 
frozen to the actuality, and they rowed. They did not let 
themselves think of the one thought that was prepossessing 
them; and no two on a bench spoke. They made slow progress. 

The rapid rhythmic rowing itself was exhilarating, and 
soon they began to sing a loud chantey on the silent sea. 

“Don’t you think that something is coming after us?” an 
oarsman asked his fellow. 

They looked back over their shoulders. 

Others looked back to see what they were looking at. 
(There was nothing). For a moment the count was broken 
and they stopped rowing. 

At once the ship came to a dead stop. The men looked 
at one another with the whites in their eyes showing. For 
ordinarily a body floats on a little by momentum; it has 
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inertia and therefore velocity, this is its reality. It is spring- 
| ing forward, it is reaching toward. But they were adding 
stroke by stroke to dead weight that did not come alive. 


_ Their heavy hearts were now out at sea. In a towering 
anger the captain brought forth his bull-whip. But it was 
'noon and they freely elected to eat. 


The food was tasteless. 


Their imagination was fixed to the actuality because of 
an idea in the actuality that they would not let themselves 
think. Yet this idea was no secret. 


“A rough deal”, said one of the oarsmen finally, meaning 

the sentence of doom that they were carrying to Mytilene, 

or perhaps meaning the actuality that they were carrying 
| the sentence of doom. 


_ “What are you referring to?” said his fellow carefully, 
| because he was referring to this same idea. 
“Do you know anybody there?” 
“Don’t you know somebody there??? 


Another sailor asked his fellow without prelude, “Do 
you know anybody there?” 


“Don’t you know somebody there?” 


“What are you referring to?’ he said carefully, because 
x g y 
his mind was blank. “One! — one! — one! — one”. 


They rowed hard forward, stepping up the beat to twelve, 
and they laid on a minute of it after another, after another, 
after another. They worked up a certain speed, so far as one 
can do this without blessed velocity. Persistently it kept 
seeming to them that there was another ship, some other 
ship, not this ship, not this ship. Pursuing them. They kept 
looking back. They hastened forward because they were being 
pursued. There was nothing on the wide sea. The sun lit 
what there was, the one heavy galley and the sweating oars- 
men. The captain was angrily whipping the sailors. 
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III 


| 


At Mytilene on Lesbos, the Athenian garrison stayed to 


itself on the peninsula, neither faternizing with nor harrass- 
ing the Lesbians, but waiting for the mandate from home. 
They expected no leniency, and they were perhaps somewhat 


conniving for the populace, thinking, “Let them escape into 


the hills, if they can”. 

But the Mytilenians were held imprisoned by terror and 
made no effort. No one felt this terror, the shock of it was 
past. It worked within and inhibited motion before it arose. ' 
Studying them, it was impossible to notice the invisible jail, 
the bars and the guards, constraining, until one came to ask 
with surprise, “But why don’t they ever reach out to anything 
desirable, like flight?””. 


Instead, they were confident that the Athenians did not 
seriously intend totally to destroy them. They interpreted in 


this sense the withdrawal of the garrison. Yet, by their with- 


drawal, the soldiers became uncanny; they did not belong | 
to the world in which one did not reach out for anything | 


desirable. 


During these days the Mytilenians, a people famous for 
pleasure and license, did not make love. If they had left the | 
terror and sweated and trembled, it is likely that many would | 
have rushed into license for a little comfort. But it was frozen 


within them. 6 

Some went to the temple of Apollo Savior of Orpheus. 
The statue of the god was, as always, smiling. They interpret- 
ed it in the sense of a good omen, during the very hours 
that the galley with the mandate of doom was looming across 
the water toward them, 

Yet late in the afternoon of that day, when the galley, 
we know, had come only half way and was making no rapid 
progress, at last came the news that the ship had arrived and 
had brought the expected sentence of doom. 

At once some of the men cut their throats, before they 
could feel the terror. The women felt the terror and shrieked. 


298 


THE GALLEY TO MYTILENE 


| Fear unfroze in the marrow of their bones and many rushed 
into love for a little comfort. 

“I told you so! I told you so!” said a man to his partner. 

The other only shrieked with delight. 

A neighborhood was set afire, the black smoke hung in 
the dusk. The soldiers of the garrison had to come to control 
the flames, and save the city. 

No ship was to be seen, but they know that the ship had 
at last come with their awaited doom. Everywhere arose their 
grief and wailing. It was especially bitter to them to notice 
the ironical smile of the god; they cursed him and blas- 
phemed. 


IV 


Heavy between the two worlds, the galley rowed hard 
as if it were pursued. Rushing, as we do, toward the goal 
whatsoever. It was not making haste upon so horrible an 
errand. 

But when the dusk came over the water, and the sun no 
longer lit their hands and faces, it was not so easy to identify 
as one the reality and the actuality. 

The surrounding world was dark but the inner place was 
blue. Hands and faces were blue. The wooden oars were 
pale. The men had put on their woolen cloaks. 

Behind them the sky was white; they kept looking back 
into it. 

They had eaten the confused amalgam of the actuality 
and reality and now, in the cool evening, they began to be 
sick. Without warning, a man would haul in his oar and lean 
over the side and vomit. The ship drifted sideways. 

Ashamed, the angry captain was wracked with cramps. 
He let go the governor and, with the tears streaming from 
his eyes, he vomited up the actuality. 

“I told you so! I told you so!’ cried a sailor, referring 
to the idea that another ship was coming after them, “there 
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she is! my shy one! my wood-dove!”” — And indeed, against 
the fading whitening behind them that was whitening itself 
into darkness, you could not see what there was and was 
not, in the gray holes of the sea. — “See how she skims and 
flies! my beauty! my new ship! my new ship approaching 
in the sunrise! Her name is Dolphin. Do you know anybody 
on her? Don’t you know somebody on her! Hurry, hurry, 
fellows — she never comes when you wait; she never comes 
when you look for her and waiting is a kind of looking. 
Who’s fooled? One! — one! — one! — dammit! This is the 
last time I ever go to sea”. 

He spoke a little beyond the vital belief in the throats 
of the others, and they jeered him good-naturedly. They 
rowed hard, stepping up the beat. It was very cold. They 
sang a loud chantey. Then to any one a few hundred yards 


away (but there was no one) would have come the magical | 
sound of music on the water, radiating from that dark ship, 
wasting in the holes of the sea. The first stars began to | 
come in. | 

They kept looking back at the progress of the other ship _ 
that was bearing down on them. 


y 


The city of Mytilene is at rest and peace in the night. 
The heart has bounded the pulse that is going to burst it. 
Knocking together, the bones in fright loosen the electric 
currents of vegetation, and they flow. No sign of life — 

“all that mighty heart is lying still”. Still beating. 
The sentence of the poet describing a sleeping city, is sublime; - 
for indeed the heart is not still but is quietly beating. Even 
as you perceive that it is still you can know that it is not still. 

The hearts of these sleeping are beating quietly. Having 
sweated the extreme limit of fear, and especially those who 
used up their sexuality for comfort, what is there left to 
them as the motive of uneasy dreams? Is it not disarming to 
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come upon a place where there are no outcries of the night, 


nor a light suddenly lit in a doorway, nor the footsteps of 
a stranger around the next corner who is as afraid of you 
as you are of him but when the footsteps have died away 
they leave an emptier loneliness, yet whose manthousand- 


fold heart is beating gently? 


VI 


At sea the existing is gently arriving into the next mo- 
ment. The existing is blazing here like the Burning Bush 
of the Jews where, if you plunge your hand, you take it out 
the same hand. The fire is colored the color of passing- 
thought-over-a-face. So the hands of the oarsmen are lit 
up, and their faces are lit up and arriving. 

Around midnight the other ship, named Dolphin, over- 
takes them. 

They are hailed. 

- Blazing in the existing, the Dolphin lies off a way; she 
rides high in the water; her sail is bellying in the wind of 
desire, The tired oarsmen look at her with aching leaping 
hearts. 

“What do you want?” calls our captain. 

. The answer comes at once, clear and loud: “The Athen- 
ians have relented. The order to destroy Mytilene is coun- 
termanded. We are carrying a more hopeful message”. 

“How do we identify you? Do we aoû anybody aboard 
you??? 
‘ The reply comes clear and loud: lie t you know some- 
body aboard us?” 

‘ Cirling; the Dolphin draws closer. “It makes no diffe- 
rence what you choose to believe, for you are about to sink, 
and we are on our way. Come aboard!”’ 

True enough. Stopped dead, overtaken, without even the 
forward impulsion of the actuality, our ship is sunkén to 
the gunwale and is certainly foundering. 
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“Hurry, damn you!” cried Dolphin, “before you all 
drown”. 

“Move closer! move closer!”” 

Will tack as close as she dares, the sail flapping angrily 
and the sheets whistling. The sail drops. “Jump!” 

The moon rises at a bound and we’ll see how it is. We 
jump into the suddenly spangling sea. Angry father our cap- 
tain is standing there, to see us safe away. Then he too jumps 
and swims. 

Dripping with the moment we clamber aboard the 
Dolphin, filling out her crew to twelve and one. 


The other galley will have sunken. 

Safe on the new ship, we men are beginning to weep, to 
burst out crying, and soon will be sobbing and bawling. 

It is because of relenting. Some one has relented, so- 
mething has been relented, and with the release of pressure 
come tears. 

Because something has been relented, we see that our 
misery was not inevitable, there have been alternative 
possibilities. Then we cry. The imagination is no longer fixed 
to the one actuality. But of course the actuality itself has 
now changed, and this is the reality. (Try! and 1 will never 
be able to distinguish them). 

That someone has relented is a sign of sympathy. Love 
is not altogether lost. It is for ourselves that we are crying 
because of everything that has been lost. 

But especially if it is oneself that lets up and relents, 
lets up torturing himself, then he comes soon to sobbing and 
bawling. He is lost. Having let go, he has nothing to hold to. 
He sobs in self-pity, but he bawls absolutely, in darkness 
and blackness. In newness and darkness and the void. Keeping 
his eyes open or shutting them, makes no difference. 

There is no actuality, for his whole actuality was driving 
himself in the relentless actuality. But he has let go of it and 
is not moving in any direction. This is being lost! who dares 
to relent toward himself and be so lost? 


302 


THE GALLEY TO MYTILENE 


The strongest of the fairest! bawling on our new ship, 
and do not know another minute to add to this minute. 
Opening the eyes or shutting the eyes makes no difference. 


We are not at ease on the strange ship. The Dolphin rides 
too light in the water; a man does not feel himself sitting 
in her with his weight. Looking about, we recognize one 
another; where are the others? 


A favoring gale. Put up the sail. Pick up speed. After 
a while also take up the oars and row. Desire! Desire! 


But in fact we are doing nothing. Looking, not at one 
another, with open eyes. We are guilty because we have 
forgotten the other mandate, whatever it was. “Don't look 


1” cries the exasperated captain, as a teacher flinches 


at me 
before a child’s imploring eyes when the problem is too hard; 
“the answer isn't written on my face”. But he doesn’t know 
the answer either. 

“Isn’t there anything to eat? We’re empty. We vomited 
up the actuality. They didn’t send out a ship with nothing, 
with nothing”. 

Will feed on the oranges of the west. 


VIT 


As our new ship approaches in the sunrise 

around the promontory 
| — the sunrise is washing the terraces of the colonnades 
and porticoes of Mytilene. All blue and rose. 

Before a favoring gale, leaning hard on the oars, adding 
rards and bursts of time and speed to the momentum and 
the previous and the wake, we have skirted the cliff and 
are bearing down on the beach. Shall we anchor off or plunge 


thru the surf? 
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At first flash! the colors of the city seemed to be almost 
baby blue and pink, but there is a depth of darkness in them 
that the sight gropes into, trying to touch solid. The blue 
and the blood-red — what are they? 

The townspeople have sighted us. They are pouring 
down to the edge of the shore. As for us, we are unafraid 
to act out the resolutions made by night. 

They are wading into the water. Obviously they expect : 
good news, — but this they could already guess from the 
rapturous rhythm of our rowing, the added bursts of our: 
gale-borne flight — yes, as the swan not regularly yet with 
a steady augmentation, drawing on no failing source, leaves 
the water and flies, dripping the moment from his feet. _ | 

The gulls are so thick about us we cannot see; but they 
can see us. They are crying out confused sounds. 

Twin Castor O! and twin of Castor! what a thing it is i 
to arrive! (But we rarely arrive because we are usually long | 
beforehand withdrawing). | 

Their hearts are pounding as only with those bursts of: 
confident hope touched nevertheless by the uncertainty of: 
the final moment. Let us be careful, for it is just such persons 
who recognize their happiness and drop down dead. | 

Now here is the surf... Our ship, our Dolphin, was design- : 
ed by experience, that makes right choices. The curve of: 
desire is built into her hull. He found out our mother in the : i 
heart of the tree. 7 | 

We have touched. They crowd around, silent. The u 
of the breaker is wet on the glad faces of our sailors and | 
they are so beautiful and bright I am struck blind. 

Carefully — not delaying — but avoiding producing ani 
exaggerated impression — we say: “The mandate from the: 
eitizens of Athens is favorable to you; you need not fear tri 
worst”? 


ts thank you. You have given to me to deln a 
message that relieves fear. 


“Ah!” 
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“We knew that they would repent!” 
“I told you so! that the Athenians could not let the other 


| order stand”. 


Some of the women were leaving the beach with tears 
trickling down their faces, 

“Repent? Other order? What other order?” 

“The order brought by the other ship. The first ship”. 

“Was there another ship? What? did they get here?” 

We ourselves had seen the other ship sink in the sea. 

“How did they get here before us? You poor folk! — 

“Oh, it was not so bad, not so very bad... Please don’t 
be sorry... In the first panic, as if the order had to be carried 
out at once! a few were killed, A few houses were set afıre... 
But I said wait! And now, thank God, you have come... 
Please! don’t disturb yourselves so; it was a handful, not 


99 


too bad. I assure you. I assure you”. 

I looked at my fellow. “They are here. We’ll meet them. 
It’s inevitable — a small place. All of a sudden — coming 
round a corner —” Even in anticipation, vividly imagining 


it, the guilt of it began to take me by the throat. 


body on her?” 
“Didn’t you know somebody on her?” 


| # “He's as afraid of you as you are of him. Did you know 
a 


So the galley brought to Mytilene the message of clem- 
ency. 
By this time the Athenians too had relented. 
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SEVEN PANELS FOR A 
GRANDE SINGERIE 


Tuomas TRAHERNE: No wormwood starre into my sea did falle. 
GERTRUDE STEIN: One must think of delight. 
CHRISTOPHER SMART: Let Alexander rejoice with the Sea Urchin. 


A. & W. B. 


The Poodle-Painter limns King Colobus in a demi-pavillion | 


of yellow damask, while small bells ring. 


The face of Colobus, I do declare 

Is most of all like to a pansy bloom 

Which flaunts a monkey face in early spring 
And Colobus himself agrees, saying 
Fortunate, trim, most agile simile 

Thus linking flower-clown and monkey for O 
I cannot rightly say how many times 

The Mandrill, Lemur, Howler, Baboon all 
Have made rife claimance to a sulky moon 
To hear their visage thought man’s caricature. 
Nebbish Lemur will unsmiling say O 

Most unmonkeylike man with useless feet, 
Huge baroque comedy of nose, tragic 

Eyes, tragic hands; all lost, to no avail 
Lacking the caustic, suavely linear tail. 
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C. A. M. 


The Lovers’ Parting under a Chinaberry tree. 


The little shed that once was ominous 

Is now benign and all the wretched hens 

That stupid seemed last spring, sad now, bid us 
Slight farewells with coy nods and silly bows. 
O throw the pebble that dispels the sky 

Upon the farmer’s pond, and pull green boughs 
Askew, and on that sacred roadside, O 

Where first we tangled eyes and ran away 

To ecstasies of our own green devising — 

There shake down leaves and elegiac sprigs 

To honor as it edges this strange day 

Which parts us from our haunted landscape, O 
Bid every ghostly bird and cynic mouse 

Make motion gainst the green. O do not cry! 


A. L. W. 


The Socrates Monkey seen dancing in midair, midst Sun, 
Moon, Stars, and Field Flowers. 


In sheer delight of drawing mortal breath 

I take such fierce ungovernable pride 

That I shall poke my rosy tongue at Death 

So he may anger, and you’ll hear I died. 

Do not believe it, loves, for that round Sun, 

If caught and harnassed never could explain 
Such coils of Mischief Life that through me run. 
(See now the sly Moon greets me once again!) 
I prize much magic in my mimic hand 

By which I dizzify the day and night: 

Now see, stars frolic at my waved command — 
Sun, Field Stars, Sky Stars, Moon, all clots of light 


307 


EUGENE WALTER 


For me will sport; O, I am monstrous proud 
This life to live, this joy to laugh out loud. 


C. R. 


An old Gibbon lady, longtime scullery-maid to King Colobus, 
begs him remember that Nostalgia is not only a great Pleasure, 


but a Provocative Measure. 


If, dear Coco, the world goes up in fire 

Before next April, do not hesitate 

To vent your first-rate spleen and flaunt your ire 
Singing defiance at unruly fate. 

But then remember when your song is done 

That we together have explored the pantried Self; 
Culled potent herbs beneath the silly Sun, 
Watched stars turn on their lazy-susan shelf, 
Salted sweet hours, made the years rewind: 
We've eaten all the ripened heart of life, 

And made a luscious pickle of the rind. 

O if unquiets ask of us relief 

We'll Mozart, Ragzina and fireworks see 

In mirrors reflecting party endlessly. 


D. E. 


Countess Mandrill’s féte champétre. Rosella parrots as lackeys. | 


Pulling on her little white gloves she turns 

A tender grimace to the lesser ape: 

What is this male-and-female quest that burns 
The human race with riddles, makes them gape 
On beaches, ogle in baths, then to dream 

All that they’ll run from in the baleful day? 
Alas, their custom makes it always seem 
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That thinking adds to black and white, that gray 
Is ornate, unthinkable, obstreperous. 

Wiser, we know Sexes in array 

Number twenty, each Sex with small Sects teem. 
Run tell those humans now they're various 
And must to Flower Law be dutiful: | 
Create a new division thus: Witty, Dull. 


J. 1.9: 0: 


The Sage Gibbon instructs young Rhesus Monkeys attired as 
| Rose-Gardeners. 


The brief gesture marks the vast attitude. 

Enfin, the world is ruled by Metaphor, 

A Lady Monkey charming in the nude, 

Sometimes alarming in her wig and boa — 

(And O! her nip-ups when ice-skating she ' 
Sings sweet while Blizzard beats his muffled drum! ) 
Nothing is, but is not, is again: we, 

All, the crawlers too, to poesy come. 

The prankish structure of the inner ear 

Is turned from birth to higher note than Now, 
While Eye, O scandalous eye, will make appear 
Three trillion phantoms in a furlebow. 

So what pertains this thumb that finds the nose? 
Mockery, itch, allegiance to the rose? 


M. C. 


The Monkey Poet, on a Willow raft, drifts irresistibly down- 


stream. 


No honorable endeavor’s in my heart, 
Thus is my with truth’s holy-lighted niche 
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And in that rapturous waiting-room apart 
In spirit dwells my Monkey Self, no stitch 
Of fact encumbers his angelic dance 

As delicately he treads electric air. 

With childish zeal he looks at life askance 
To comprehend a greater fair than fair 
With subtle music, glass, and art’s distraction 
Making a white mouse into polar bear. 
Joy, he whispers, in crystalline refraction, 
Gaiety bent permanently into an arc of air, 
Has gently and courteously revealed to me 
The riddle of time, sleeping peacefully. 


FANFARADE 


The ullage of the hour is gone; 
And time’s filled up; leisure filed down 
In all American domain. 


Save that in certain Southern groves 
The silence there has cached his loves 
In daydream moss that never moves, 


But owes allegiance sole to light, 
So happen in a surly night 
Sends up the fox-fire cold and bright 


To trumpet be for jaded eye — 
A clear and wordless sorcery 
Saying, O stand still to fly! 
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THE NIGHTWATCHMAN ~ 


Splinter-moon mirrors on the sea, dazzle me: 


| Caution my eye to solemn constancy. 
| Livid moon at the eastern rim, shine on him 


Whom poetry pillows on his dim Latmian hill. 
Winter moon in hoar-frost fur, shine on her 
Who, century-deep in thorn-wreath'd dream, cannot weep. 


For friends now strayed in death or sleep 

I vigil keep, and swear by St. Lawrence’s Tears 

And fiery hair that gentle love guarding sleepers 

Can never die; will rattle in the hollow bone 

To be summoned like song in the flute, wrath in the rune. 
For he wideawake in the still hours, watching 


| The slack hands, the heavy lids droop’d shut, 


The adorable sprawl of sleep; or hearing in cold rain’s 
Chattering some news of friends dead, distant, 

Or chang’d in dour time, has birth’d a love 

Dazzling in a smokeless Phoenix fire, and singing 

In the tenderest filaments of the highest leaves. 


OLD IMAGES * 


September was unbearably hot. Stifling. Not a soul on 
the streets, the shops might as well have closed, and the only 
soul I saw in the bank on this particular day was Miss Elissa 
Moylan telling the history of the world to Eddie Backen- 
burger, who was too polite to escape. I left the office at four 
to run home for bathing trunks and a towel and the fellows 
from the office picked me up for a dip at Spring Hill Lake; 


* Excerpt from a novel The Untidy Pilgrim, to be published by J. 
B. Lippincott and Co. in 1954. 
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after, we ate cold supper at Carlton Wister’s house out there. | 
Even after the sun went down it was scorching. We sat on 
Carlton’s lawn, sipping gin-and-tonic, and watching big old 
blue clouds piling up for rain, full of forked lightning and. 
faint thunder. 


Everybody was too whipped by the heat to talk much, so 
I got home early and stretched out on the bed fully dressed 
and fell dead to sleep without meaning to. I must have slept 
for hours, tired in the way that heat will tire you, and guess 
I would have slept till morning, but a terrific crash of thunder | 
woke me and brought me bolt upright. It was black night 
and pouring down rain. 


I jumped up to shut the side windows because it was 
blowing in; it must have been raining a good thirty minutes, | 
I reckon. It was a cloudburst, with a lot of wild tossing wind 
in the treetops, and a great roar of rushing water down the 
gutterpipes and rumbling out into the stone drains on the 
ground. It sounded hollow and subterranean, because from 
my window I could hear at least four drainpipes. Too, I 
could hear water falling with flat loud splashes from the 
eaves in places where the gutters were stopped up with oak 
leaves. There was thunder roaming around the heavens, and 
the small thunder those big raindrops make on magnolia and 
leathery oak leaves. I could hear people called from deep 
sleep to close windows, quiet fretful babies and scared ani- 
mals. Through the black tangle of Miss Fiffy’s « private 
jungle » I would see a yellow square light up, then disappear, 
then another here and there, people I didnt know in houses 
across the way. The asphalt street was a shining black river 
with water almost over the curb, what I could glimpse of it 
through the wisteria vines. 


I stood on the balcony outside the alcove of my room, 
even though the roof leaked and the wind sent spray across 
me. The rain tasted good when I licked my lips. And smelt 
better. I could feel the world relaxing after the hottest day. 
That cool smell of dirt that needed rainwater, and the smell 
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| of rotting oak leaves, and swectness of Grand Duke jessa- 


mines. 


As I stood there I realized that some sounds came from 


i this house where I stood. I listened, with a kind of nervous 


excitement. From my balcony, in the wing, I could see into 
the upstairs hall window to the door of Fiffy’s room in the | 


_ front. Suddenly a light cut across the hall from her door, 
_which had opened. The cry was faint but audible, almost not 


human, I’ve heard hounds whimper in their sleep like that, 
and babies. 


It gave me the creeps and I hugged myself. Then I saw 
Miss Fiffy in a yellow kimono with long sleeves stride across . 
the room to fetch something, and stride back. I could hear 
her making comforting sounds, but the only words I could 
make out were « Poor darling baby! » and all over again I 
began wondering about John. I decided he wasnt an ancient 
invalid brother, but an infant, then considering Miss Fiffy’s 
age I decided that wasnt possible, unless he was some kind 
of idiot who could be thirty years old and still a baby. I’ve 
seen them like that. 


Is it her brother I asked myself, her lover, her child? 
Then it came to me that Fern and Tony both called him 
John, never Mr. John. This led me to suppose that either 
he was a child, or had been at some time a child in their 
care. Which led me to the moron theory again. I had the 
feeling I had heard his cry before, maybe in my sleep, but 
I couldnt remember, and just then Miss Fiffy passed her door 
and saw that I was on the balcony watching the storm, which 
she could easily do, even through the vines hanging down, 
for I wore my white linens still, and my bedlamp was on, 
shining through the french windows onto me. 

She came into the hall, to the window, and through the 
little space that was open — leaning down to it with her 
hair falling about her, it was long — she cried out above 
the roar of wind and water. 

«Isnt it a wonderful storm? » she shrilled. « And oh, 


313 


Nr: < = del A “ay i, 3 
nie : ¿ ui 
"a Ed 


EUGENE WALTER 


how we needed it! It scared poor Brother John. I had to fix 
hot milk for him ». 


Brother John, brother..... ran through my head. All I 
could think of to say was, «I know the farmers will be 
happy ». 


« Wonderful, wonderful! » she cried. « It”11 bring heaven 
only knows what up from the bottom of the Bay. And the 
causeway is certainly flooded. A storm like this makes me 
wish I had nerve enough to spell my name with four F’s..... 
Fifififield! ». 


« Why-ud you do a thing like that? » asked I, laughing | 


in spite of myself. 
« Sake of Caprice, who else? Caprice, the Three-Eyed 


Goddess. She has one eye in her navel; it gives her a total | 


view. She’s not to be argued with, now is she? ». 

« Guess not », I answered. What would you have said? 

Laughing merrily amidst the storm, she nodded good- 
night and disappeared. On that I went inside myself, and 
undressed and brushed my teeth and got into bed, but not 
to sleep. She had said the thunder would bring things up 
from the bottom of the Bay, like bodies and old tires, I 
guess; but her words had brought things up from the bottom 
of my mind. I lay there under a single sheet, on two big 
pillows in the rainy dark and unleased my mind. Off it 
went. Why, I asked the storm, would anyone want to spell 
their name with four F’s when two F's is the correct way? 
And what connection does that have with the cloudburst, 
in spite of this goddess Caprice? Besides look how many 
names she has already: Miss Fiffy to most, but she’s really 
Miss Fifield, Tony makes it into Miss Vivvy, she’s Miss 
Nonie Fifield, she’s Miss Ninetta Susan Fifield, and in all 
the yellowed clipping scrapbooks downstairs of when she 
was Queen of the Mardi Gras it’s « the beautiful Queen Ni- 
netta ». That’s plenty names and here she wants to make 
up another. 

Why they all have more names than one, I thought, 
Lola was christened Laura, Tony calls Fern « Fernee » and 
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| she calls him « Tow » and they are Mr. and Mrs. Somebody, 
even if you dont know it. First names alone are kinder, and 
colored people are kind, that’s really why they are known 
by first names alone I guess. Just think, I was suckled at the 
breast of a black nurse, and she raised me till I was ten years 
old, and I never knew what her last name was. I’m glad 
i now I dont because what last name could ever fit with 
« Jordana »? Thinking of Jordana living now on her farm 
outside Persepolis, I realized I missed being home, and how 
much I’d changed in the short time I’d been in Mobile. 


I dont think a person ought to let their mind go roaming 
up and down around useless questions or answers. Like I 
i dont think people should look at themselves too much in 
mirrors. I think you should be able to close up your mind 
like a box or a book and not be troubled. That’s real mental 


discipline. Uncle Acis has a book called How to Concentrate, 

_ but T’ve never seen one called How to Unconcentrate. There 
was a lady at Cypress Turn went raving just mulling over 
quilt patterns. She got obsessed. 

Boy, you are homesick, I told myself. It. could have 
been that, but there was more in the back of my mind, misty. 
You are in a foreign country, I told myself, even if Persepolis 
is only five hours away by bus. This is the Coast, remember 
those damn palm trees, and bananas; where you find them 
you find monkeys, and you are sure enough in the kingdom 
of monkeys. Look at Lola. Look at old Fiff. 

I thought of home, and my mind ranged through all the 
rooms there, and I heard all the people there — my Pop, 
my Mother, my little sister Sara, my brother Tobey, Aunt 
Lily, the servants, the dogs. I smelt the smells of hot summer 
there, and thought of winter mornings, but there was no 
sensation could be conjured to satisfy whatever I was lacking, 
the thing I was so busy aching for. Lying in the dark, listen- 
ing to the rain, I thought again for no reason of Robinson 
Crusoe on his island. You need a Friday, I told myself, to 
unbutton your mind with. And you are, you are on an island. 
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You’re on the island of Monkeys, and have got to learn | 
Monkey-talk. - 

I remember my Grampa saying once he was homesick, 
and when Lily raised her eyebrows and said « Homesick for 
what? You're home », he smiled and said, « Homesick for 
someplace I’ve never been ». 

« How can that be? ». 

« It can very easily be. Cause I am ». 

« Dont judge others by yourself. Where are you home- 
sick for? ». 

« For Zuolagaland ». 

«My God, where’s that? ». 

«I dunno ». 

« How can you know its name, if you cant locate it? ». 

« Cause I made up that name in my own head, to be. 
the name of the place I’m homesick for ». | 

« You Grampa », warned Lily, « Tuscaloosa is gonna be 
your new address ». 

« Ladies that are pregnant », sighed Grampa, « get them- 
selves in a frenzy for things like fresh strawberries out of 
season, and everybody takes it for granted. But nobody 
understands that men have moments in their life when they 
are hungry in their minds for places they've never been ». 

Lily shrugged. She was unmarried. 

« Besides », mused Grampa, « I think I must have eaten | 
a page from the Atlas when I was‘ very small. Otherwise I 
cant explain why I have always been agitated in my blood 
with a love of far places ». 

By then Lily was real sent with the whole idea, and 
burst out laughing. « What you need to do is start a stamp 
collection », she said, but Grampa didnt honor that with an 
answer. Ever after, till the day he died, about once a week 
at breakfast Lily would say, « Well, Gramp, what’s the latest 
from Zuologaland? » and he’d make up some silly answer 
like « The buttonhook crop is failing for want of rain », or 
« They’ve put down the revolt of the elevator operators », 
and when Mama would be hurrying us through our dawdling 
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Saturday breakfast to start fixing for her club luncheon in 


the house that day he would answer Lily’s question with: 


«This week, in Zuolagaland, they're shooting all ladies who 
| belong to clubs, even if they’re mothers ». 


So, you see, after I assured myself it wasnt home I was 
homesick for, I decided it must be Grampa’s Zuologaland. 
You’re going to say that all I needed was a girl in my arms, 
but it wasnt that kind of need: no mistaking that. It was 
a yearning for that place in an unknown latitude (is it island 
or continent?) where you can sit down on smooth rock and 
say « Here I am ». There was every reason, actually, for me 
to be happy: in this fine house, in a big bed inside listening 
to the outside rain. 

I could have gotten brain fever I thought so much that 
night. I lay there thinking till the rain had stopped and the 


| to something else I couldnt name. 


Well, the weather had turned. It was certainly not cool 
yet, it was still hot, but it turned rainy. Rained almost every 
day, a kind of bored steady downfall that makes everything 
soggy underfoot, everything inside damp to the touch, makes 
windowframes stick. Miss Fiffy spent this whole time with 
her books, rubbing down the leather ones with some kind 
of stinky white polish, stopping to admire the sheen, then 
rearranging them back on the shelves after sprinkling borax 
to discourage roaches. Old houses on the Gulf Coast have 
cockroches big as your hand, with long antennae. Go in the 
kitchen quietly some night then turn on the light suddenly, 
and see what a cotillion you’ve surprised at its height. 

One afternoon I came home dripping and while I was 
shaking my umbrella at the front door, she called from back 


| there for me to come have coffee with her, so I sloshed down 


the hall, and joined her in the library. 
It was a square room back of the double parlor, built 
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right in the corner of the house, and with a corner fireplace. 
After the two windows and the shelves there was only room 
for two small chairs, and a children’s tea-table, much scarred. 
Everything was a little musty, and papers were peeling from 
the marbled fileboxes (like lawyers have) that were heaped 
higgledy-piggledy on the shelves amongst the heaps of old 
leather books, gilt-edged; brightly traced and starred with 
gold on their spines. There were pictures of her Papa, a 
mustachioed dark gentleman with the devil sitting in his 
eyes (I think he wrote several books, among other things) 
and an old globe of the world with Oceania smashed in and 


waterstained. 


«I’m sitting here counting over my gilt-edged secur- | 


ities », said she, as I entered. 

While we were drinking our coffee, she talked about 
those books, they really were as precious to her as solid gold, 
I guess she’d read them all more than once. Some were her 
Papa’s, some were hers. She said again she wished she could 
read Italian. Well, I thought, here’s a lady would like to 
be batty in three languages; she spoke in French, I knew, 
since I’d heard her parley-vooing on the telephone. Yessir, 
talking French over the telephone! 


«T’ll put Daisy Miller next to Tristram Shandy », she 
mused, putting some smallish volumes back on the shelf. 
Why, she’s giving them places like at a dinner party, I realiz- 
ed. Then she read to me out of a poetry book. I’ve never for 
one minute gone in for that « Through my lips wake up the 
trumpet’s prophecy, o wild wild wind!» stuff (though I 
well remember having to hear my sister Sara in her memory 
work: nobody can ever know how I loathe Wynken, Blynken, 
and Nod, those nips). Sometimes in Winter, my Mama reads 
to us out of the Golden Treasury of a Sunday evening: I 
never listen to the words, only the sound of her voice sing- 
songing in the air, weaving and fainting. But Miss Fiffy read 
me out of two little fat books that were a set, both written 
by this one man in the olden time. 
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But if that Golden Age would come again, 
And Charles here rule as he before did reign; 
If smooth and unperplext the seasons were, 

As when the sweet Maria lived here; 

I should delight to have my curls half drown’d 
In Tyrian dews, and head with roses crown’d, 
And once more yet (ere I am laid out dead) 
Knock at a star with my exalted head. 


That’s the one she liked most, they were short poems 
| mostly about getting drunk, and picking flowers, and women’s 
lips and bosoms. Some poems in those little fat books were 
only two lines long, and were mean sayings about people this 
poetry-writer had known, and I swear I’ve seen the same 
i kind of things chalked on the sidewalk outside Tutwiler High 
| in Persepolis. 
I sat there drinking coffee and staring past her wild head 
i into the back yard, and her voice strumming the air gave 
me a funny feeling of being in the long-time-ago. I only once 
had that feeling, that was when Uncle Acis was telling about 
Cypress Turn in the old days when there were only ten 
families there, and one general store. He told about the time 
it snowed and stayed on the ground, which it doesnt usually 
do, even in that part of Alabama, and the New Year's call- 
ings. They had this big bonfire at Turnbull’s, as was their 
custom, and Miss Lulie Stewart who is now older than God, 
caught her dress on fire and had io be rolled on the snow 
to be put out. I mean, I had that feeling that way back there 
wasnt maybe as different from us now today, as you’d think 
when you look at the pictures in say Harper's Weekly for 
1870, or the Illustrated London News for 1850, both of which 
are in our attic. I mean, I had the feeling that we werent 
separated from a long-time-ago but were continued from it, 
like another chapter of a story. Can you see how this crazy 
Fiffy reading her old jingles could give me my first lesson 
in continuity? Anyway, it did. 
Another thing. During that rainy spell, I came home one 
day and she was letter-writing in her chair by that magpie- 
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nest window of hers. She heard me, and called out, « Come 
in here, I want to read you something delightful I just wrote». 
Pleased with herself. 

I sallied in, keeping my cool distance, for it seemed she 
just wanted to crowd my head with things I didnt have time 
to think about. 

« Listen », she said. « I’m making categories. I’m writing 
this letter to my brother-in-law, a witty man, God love him, 
with time to write long letters. I’m making categories of 
fours. These are the things that should be evenly divided 
over a happy life ». She beat the letter with her middle finger. 
« The four elements, of course, are my point of departure. 
None of this has anything to do at all with the reason of my 
letter, which is to confirm that Philine will be met at the 
‘. train. My niece; she’s coming over from New Orleans for 
a Visit ». 


Do Jesus! I thought. Here comes her mongoloid niece 
from New Orleans to add to the pleasures of our happy home. 
Brother John, Philine, Fern, Tony, Miss Fiffy and yours 
truly. Fine company for a rainy weekend. 

« Anyway », she went on, « you’ll probably like her, 
I think, and it would be nice if you ate with us, whenever 
you feel like it, while she’s here. You can let me know when 
you cant make it, otherwise Fern will set for three. Well, 
the four elements. Earth, air, fire, and water. Then — ». 

Four elements is right, thought I. Earth is Fern and Tony 
"cause they're earth-colored, air is Miss Fiffy ’cause that’s 
what’s in her skull, fire is Miss Philine who is this ten-year- 
old imbecile child who undoubtedly plays with matches, and 
water is me, ’cause I’m going to flow out of this house in 
the morning and not flow back till midnight during her visit. 

«— I make my category of the four elements of happi- 
ness as Love (in its greatest sense) then Art (all of it) then 
Physicality (what you’d call Sex), then Creole Cookery 
(which has connections with all the other three, and which 
no human is immune to). My four categories under Love are: 
Love that breaks the heart, and Love that mends it; Love 
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| that is permanent (like of the color blue and the place where 


you were born) and Love that is transient (like falling des- 
perately in love with a face you see from a train, but forgett- 


i ing it). Under Art is: Art that exists in itself, and Art that 


is summoned, like ballets or music; Art that reveals, and 
Art that disguises. Under Physicality I list that which com- 


forts and that which intoxicates, that which numbs, and that 
which sharpens the senses. Under Creole Cookery, I give 
away no information. When I die Philine will get all my 
| recipe books, including my dissertation on the difference 


| between one large onion and two small ones ». 


Then I guess she’d have subdivided four to infinity but 
she looked up and it was too quick for me to change my 
baffled expression and put on a smile. I reckon I was frown- 
ing. For she put down her letter, cocked her eyes in that 


' way she has, and said, « That's all for now. Thus endeth 
the first lesson. Go dry your hair ». So I did, wondering if 
Brother John had to hear acrostics in the small hours. 
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THE MARSH 


Swampstrife and spatterdock 

lull in the heavy waters; 
some thirty little frogs 

spring with each step you walk; 
a fish’s belly glitters 

tangled by rotting logs. 


Over near the grey rocks 

muskrats dip and circle. 
Out of his rim of ooze 

a silt-black pond snail walks 
inverted on the surface 

toward what food he may choose. 


You look up; while you walk 
the sun bobs and is snarled 
in the enclosing weir 
of trees, in their dead stalks. 
Stick in the mud, old heart, 
what are you doing here? 
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As the melting park 
darkens, the firefly winks 
to signal loving strangers 
from their pavilion 
lined with Easter colored 
lights, fading out together. 


Until they merge with 
weathered huge trees and join 
the small frogs, those warm singers; 
and they have achieved 
love’s vanishing point 
where all perspectives mingle. 


Where even the most 
close things are indistinct 
or lost, where bright worlds shrink, 
they will grope to find 
blind eyes make all one world; 
their unseen arms, horizons. 


Beyond, jagged stars 
are glinting like jacks hurled 
farther than eyes can gather; 
on the dancefloor, girls 
turn, vague as milkweed floats 
bobbing from childish fingers. 


SEPTEMBER IN THE PARK 


This pinched face of the moon 
all afternoon 
pries through the hanging smoke 
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that glows where maples, turning, | 
recall for one 

more hour the tarnished sun 

in rust of their last burning. 


Still those who are out walking 
will hear the laughter 

of drab blue chevroned ducks; 

the drunkard echo mocking 
where they carouse 

on minnow ponds still flowing. 

Beyond the bare oak’s 
reach of boughs, 

as black as some charred rafter, 

are slow and waiting flocks, 
but they are going. 


This world is going 
to leave the furnitures 
of its unsheltering house 
in snow’s dustcovers. 
This old moon on its rounds 
of the estate and grounds 
can well make sure 
that no trespasser stirs 
the fireplace or uncovers 
the burned out bed 
of ashes. The young lovers 


will not be coming here 
to give the bear 

the offer of their bread. 

This watchful face of age 
set pale and stern 

over the grey iron cage 

where his old habits turn 
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and pace again 
must mind his days to turn 
him back in single, deep, 
cold-blooded sleep. 


Against their world, December’s 
glacial rage, 
the grey squirrels hoard together 
acorns in their nest. 
Or I remember 
this autumn, dear girl, I have gathered 
my hand upon your breast. 


EUROPA 
(After Ovid) 


In brave brocades, the ladies come flouncing 
Through closing ferns toward the salt banks 
Gathering flowers and half dancing 
Their games and the gay girls’ pranks 


That still stay formal as their finery 
Of tidal gowns. Whiter than gulls 
Their bare arms toss above the greenery 
Where doze the strayed and browsing bulls — 


Beasts of her father’s sovereign farms, 

Gone prodigal. With what keen shrieks, 
With laughter, and what thrashing arms, 

They drive those great louts down the beach 


To herd them home. Yet, once on shore, 
The frivolous ladies hush and frolic 
Halts. Something unseen before 
Among these herds — a ghost white bullock. 
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Say that his chest is like a swan’s 
Soft contours. Like cut crystal 

Or like fluted candles, his two horns. 
He’s noways harsh, crude or bestial 


But moves above the waddling herd 

As gracefully as her lamb sandal. 
Passing, swings his anvil head 

Toward her and lows. His eyes are gentle. 


Giddy ladies could never suspect 
Divinity among such beasts; 

But trail flowers down his dewlapped neck 
As for a sacrifice or feast 


Of marriage, for a funeral 

Or rites of blood to the new born; 
They heap their flowers on the animal 

And loop them thick around his horns. 


She brings armfuls of blooming plants 

For fodder, and combs his kinky forelocks. 
He fawns, licking her wrists and hands 

And stops. Then rolls about the burdock 


Or kneels there on the sun-warm sands 
Letting her smooth his creamy sides; 
Slow muscles roll beneath her hand 


As to the keel rolls the full tide. 


It is the lady who grows bolder. 
Familiar with his games and pranks 

She mounts his prostrate bulge of shoulder 
And takes her seat upon his bristled flank 
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Draped in their bright undamaged garlands. 
Her ladies murmur against such nerve. 
She guides him on the giving sands 
And through the shallow spuming surf. 


At first he wades just to the fetlock 
And back. Then plods along the shore. 
Then, splashing in combers to his hocks 
And back. And each time more and more 


He carries her out to a drowning depth 
Of sea, plunging toward the channel 
Where to leave him is her death. 
Her right hand grips one horn like a gunwale 


Or chariot railing where she rides 
In mortal triumph stiff with dread 
Astride the brawny god. A wide 
Wallowing sea is all ahead. 


Her maids faint or pull their hair 
Shrieking after their lord’s daughter. 
No human voice shall reach her ear 
In all that bellowing of deep waters 


But still she looks back to her friends 

And home. Salt bites her face and her hair 
Is drenched in ocean without end. 

Her garments part in the weathering air. 
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THE HOURS 


I 


Not the long case maple clock, insistent in the hall 

At teatime, or the sound of tower bells 

Through ivy, wakefulness and moonlight, 

Washed ove the sleeping summer roofs 

Of cities, or even Grandfather’s old silver Waltham 
That he did not leave you, ticking at the dark 

In another house, or even a whistle at noon; not these, 
But a shadow on a cave’s wall, lengthening. 


Watch: a state of watchfulness, or the act 

Of watching. Divide the night into three of them, 
Or four, or five, depending upon 

Your role as Hebrew, Roman or Greek. 

Change the crew at port and starboard. Mark 

The face of the stone when the sun goes doun. 


And mark particularly your passing face against the glass. 


For in the violent stream, a thing is observed 

And carried away, and another comes in its place, 
And it too will be carried away. A plume of steam 
Hisses above the factory, and a thousand 

Ham sandwiches come out of the lunch pails. 
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Real, True, Empty, Mathematical, Continuous, 

Solar, Galilean, Reversible, Sidereal, Absolute, 

Noumenal, Phenomenal. But when oil gets on the hairspring, 
When the teeth of the hour wheel catch 


i On a notch of the barrel cover, when vandals 


Push over the base of the sundial, one is late 

To the office, another arrives in the middle 

Of Act II, the beagle is not fed 

At his usual time. High in the tower 

Of St. Mark’s, the twelve-foot dial used to tell 

The hours, months, and phases of the moon. Spangled 
With golden stars and trimmed with lapis lazuli, 

A gilt bronze one-ton lion closed its wings beneath. 
Four times a day, three robot kings, 

Preceded by an angel with 


| A golden trumpet, issued from a door 


And bowed to a Madonna, vanishing 

Behind another door. — A shadow slides 

Against the cave’s wall. Hidden on a roof 

Above slow traffic in the failing light, 

I watched the owls march, in solemn file, 

Past monuments, intent against the dusk and time, 
Deserting the metropolis, and wished them well. 


— And saw a shadow spread across the city, lengthening. 


I 


A series of dusks, gray, 
Blown like chimney smoke 
And edged with lavender, 
Descend, foregathering. 
Tonight’s dusk, swept with fog 
Across the empty bay, 

Is suddenly alive with birds 
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That plunge in silence 

Where the breakers end. 

The evening seems to waken and begin 
Along the shore’s edge, spreading, 
Shrouded. Squares of light 

Glow on the hill 

- Under a cold star. 


The crew is changed, the stone’s face 
Notched in darkness. 


Cats rally at this hour. Leaves 

And the wind among the leaves 

Take on the furred enchantments of a mouse, 
Sounds in the walls at night, 

Or yarn drawn knowingly across the floor. 
The three of them are wild 

Among the bushes on the hill: black shapes 
And gray shapes, rapt 

Pursuers of a time of night. 


But now another dusk, 

Swept with the leaves, 

Mingles and laces with the mist tonight. 
It is twenty years ago. 

A gooseneck lamp 

Lowers its broken head 

In a threadbare room 

Where strangers spit out olive pits 

And drink from thumb-smeared jars, 
And a phonograph plays Sweet Savannah Sue. 
The rug is like a palimpsest. 

Each face is like a palimpsest;' 
Watching. A shadow 

Slides. Another dusk, 
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' Far, farther back, begins, envelo ping 

| Tuo figures by a lake, 

Who, turning from each other, 

| Face their separate dusks 

But do not vanish. Trapped, 

They separate interminably, prepare 

The scenes ahead: a gooseneck lamp, 

The darkened bay, returning dusks like these, 
White birds descending, and the cats, 
Resourceful at a haunted time. 

Hunched by the sill, I stare 

At ghosts, resourcelessly, 

Except, perhaps, the resource 

Of the ghosts themselves — 

| Familiar, certain, and perhaps desired, 

. At fog that rises on the hill, 

Hearing again, somewhere above the roof, 
The sound of time, the sounds of nightfall. 


IIl 


Being at the expense of Becoming. 
Becoming at the expense of Being. 
The statue’s head falls off, suggesting 
That ideal forms may be non-temporal. 
Tide covers the sand. 


What transcends Becoming 

Can never be reached by Becoming. 
Regard the higher and higher forms 
Continually perfecting themselves. 

Under the door, dust, and the north wind. 


Becoming infests all time with instability 
And imperfection, yet only in this way 
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Is Being shifted and transformed. 
Once out of time and your chance is gone. 
Here, in the rubble, clear a passageway. 


IV 


Where dust had bloun, 
I walked a track 
Through brittle weeds. 
The sky leaned, overcast, 
And dead seeds 
Chattered at my back. 

I was in the past 
Somewhere, alone. 

My mind shaped routes 
For some immense retreat 
Out of the world of men, 
When suddenly I saw my feet 

In hiking boots 

That I had worn when I was ten 

Years old. My beard was gone. 

And I was on a street 


Of wooden bungalows, 

Block after block, 

Where I had been before. 

The air grew cold and still. 

And in the shade 

Before my father’s house 

I waited on the walk, afraid, 

And heard, through an opening door, 
Immense and terrible, 


The ticking of a clock. 
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Vv 


The crew is changed, the stone’s face notched in darkness. 


Held in the rouged and marketable glow 
Beyond Third Avenue, the city hums 
Like muffled bees. Sheeted, we lie 
Above the streets, where headlights 
Search the mirrors through the heat 
And move on, reverential over the cement. 
— Sleep. But there is no sleep. Far down on Lexington, 
A siren moans and dies, A drunk is sobbing 
In the hall. Upstairs, an organ record 
Of a Baptist hymn comes on. Past one o’clock. 
It is the time of seconal, of loss, of 
Heartbeats of a clock, enormous, by your bed, 
Of noises in the walls, of one more drink. — A shadow 
slides. 
Drawn toward the window, I look down like one 
Who sees his life spread out upon the pavements 
And finds a death renewed. Here, for a time, 
I lived, to circumscribe and praise 
Such residue of splendor as remained 
In the soft mornings and the glow of rooms 
At nightfall, ardent with music and the speech of friends, 
Knowing through all that harbored time, the light was les- 
sening. 
Now from a corner of the street there comes 
A sound like dry seeds shaken in a gourd, 
And ghosts take up their wanderings down there 
On routes the owls improvised. A shadow 
Slides. And the past instant, charged with loss, 
A speck in time, secured, sustained 
Between the future and the past 
By space — by headlights and the haunted streets — 
Endures and is not lost. In Prague, 
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Above the City Hall, Death’s figure stands 
Against the dial of a calendar, and sounds a bell 
Before the hour strikes. The scythe-man cuts 
The old in two, a woodcut on a yellowed page, 
Preparing for the young, who will arrive 

To find. the city marbled with desire. Time 
Mows the brittle stalks of autumn as 

It stirs the fresh grass, heals all things 


And shapes the blood of new wounds. Shadows slide. 


The squirrel turns in his cage, shale 
Tumbles from a mountain to a road, 
A planet surges, plunging, and goes out. 
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US TO UNTOUCHABLE ENDS 


Fear of slipping keeps 
us inside a bricked 
hill of house; so caved, 


all our work is restoring: 
how at street end, higher 
than twigmast maple, 


the moon’s white gate 
opens into fablegarden 
icestemmed and trinket sparkle. 


More peril than bleeding by 
wars, carcornercrash; our 
fear of breakage by slipping, 


letting slip unclocked a life — 
the days bleed away, 
the veins, leftover straws. 


My ghost is thinking of 
pavement walked into song; 
lawn fringed with cricket; 
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devout in a rite of 
devotion to Maygold, 
my ghost curses snow, cobra 


weaving terror a continued 
hymn to columned ice idol. 
More peril than voyage, mislaid 


airship roped in flame, 
our feet, fearbitten, trip 
on a tin-and-dung huddle, 


us to untouchable ends. 
Mullein, mint, may-apple, 
be our rememberers. 


THE GHOSTMAKER 


Day of wrath... 
Sergeant of Hosts, Overseer-Soul, 
HE comes running. 


All of our gods, vinewood-carved, 
(banker-fetish, oil-drill baals, 
millstack Zeus — living coals 
crowd guts of brass) 

before His whip and firing squad 
bow, leaking sawdust 

of ruined dolls. 


By the rivers of freight cars 

we led our women. 

We hung our trombones 

on the radio towers. 

And we bathed in the juice of camellia leaves 
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Mina: the hair of our bodies 


should honor the Day. 


Caveat Deus! 
Humble, in the cathedral, requiem mass, 
but we are the rope-hunting mob of alleys. 
Three times, the breast-beating fist, 
we kneel, hierogram of contrition, 


| prodding the flesh of black and yellow 


and almost-white. 


Oh ghosts we have made, 


(Before we were men, 


. who made ghosts of bird and bear?) 
we will rub your skulls and thighbones 
| with an oil of chervil. 


Over the waters of lament 

we float you saffron cakes and mare’s milk wine. 
Dies irae... Pray for us now, 

and at the coming of the Ghostmaker. 
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HOW TO DRAW A HORSE 


My mother is a small woman with clear bright eyes and 
a mind equally bright but clear to Mamma only. On state 
occasions she wears her hair in the form of a spun-glass helmet 
curving forward over her ears. For informal relaxation she 
wears it casually uncombed. Now and then Mamma gets 
enthusiastic with the bluing bottle and tints her hair corn- 
flower blue to match her eyes. 

Whatever natural laws my mother is not exempt from, 
she complains about loudly. If she does not write one good 
poem every morning, those nearest her hear about it all 
day. Most of her work has been done while she was sitting 
on someone’s else front porch or in someone’s else garden. 
The neighbors have grown accustomed to this. Much of her 
poetry sells to respectable publications, like Poetry, The 
American Scholar, and The Yale Review. 

Among my mother’s quieter writing habits is her practice 
: of signing letters to editors with colored crayon. This she 
has always done. It has been only in the last few years that 
she started decorating birthday letters with violets of from 
three to eight petals. Christmas letters are illustrated with 
careless trees that seem to be running for a bus. In the 
beginning she drew these with my colored pencils, which I 
would later find parked with her cigarettes in a shoe box, 
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| or hidden under a bookcase. She is not one to put up with 
| the property rights of others. 


About three months ago Mamma promoted herself to 
a box of wax crayons, the type used in kindergarten. If there 
had been a letter to sign that day, she might have signed 
it with all eight colors and let it go at that. Since there was 
no letter, she beamed affectionately at the neatly pointed 
crayons, with their glossy heads and bright jackets, and took 
| a fresh sheet of writing paper. 


«I am going to draw the bluffs across the river », she 
announced without preamble. 

She sat down in the corner of the house that is farthest 
from any view of the bluffs across the river, and drew for 
about five minutes, her cigarette tilted arrogantly up. She 
drew quickly and violently, as if half the fun would be to 
break a crayon. By the time I would have blocked in the 
‘principal masses, Mamma leaned back, took the cigarette 
holder from her mouth, and said, « Finished! ». 

I looked at that first picture in amazement and rage. 
Mamma has never believed that water will not flow uphill. 
« If you put it in pipes, it can », she says. In this picture 
she had gone a step farther, and coaxed the river uphill 
without even a bank to guide it. Her one red house was 
tilted malignantly off its foundations. Anyone entering the 
front door would have skidded straight to the back and shot 
off over a cliff. Fortunately there was no front door. The 
trees rushed up the bluff, snarling as they went. As a whole 
that picture aroused the interest, pleased the eye, and left 
the hands and feet numb. 

Mamma sat back and told me what to think. « Look at 
that glorious elm tree! » she exclaimed. « What a nice little 
cloud! ». She admired her art work for a minute, puffing 
out a steady cloud of cigarette smoke, and then her interest 
waned. « You can have it», she said. «I’m going to do 
another ». 


She did another, in something under three minutes. 
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There was a smooth brown rock, with wonderful shading, — 
placidly embedded in purple shadow. Around it were several | 
sprightly green plants with orange berries. A wiry brown 
and green bush framed the left side of the picture with spind- 
ly branches. A mieroscopie blue plaid cottage, surrounded 
by a blue picket fence, smouldered quietly in the background. 
At first glance charming, at second glance gruesome — that 
was the way Mamma’s art started out and the way it kept on. 

«Tm going to quit studying art », I said sullenly, «and 
become a plumber! ». 

After that first day my mother’s life was altered. Former: — 
ly she had demanded one good poem a morning. Now she 
demanded one good poem a morning and three or four good 
sketches an evening. Often she sat on the floor, keeping up 
a running commentary as she drew. 

« These three birds », she said once, « are really flying | 
south, but they have stopped for a minute to see what's 
happening in this little graveyard ». 

More often she complained. « Why doesn’t someone 
make a black crayon that won't hurt my forefinger when I 
push on it? » she wailed aggrievedly, and my father and I 
apologized. 

At first Mamma did only landscapes — blue and yellow 
piers on her anti-gravitational rivers, red and yellow bushes, 
restless skies composed of what looked like fish skeletons, 
plaid skies, blank skies, and a great many trees. 

Then she introduced houses with sides and windows. 
These houses were always caught in the act of taking off. 
Once in a fit of industry she attempted to learn from me 
some rules of perspective. She resigned when she came up 
against the right angle. 


«I don’t see why architects do it that way », she said, 
and continued to draw as before, with slanting floors and 
trapezoidal windows. 


There were always birds in her pictures, and after the 
third week there were also donkeys. It was the middle of 
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the fifth week of her rapid-fire sketching that The Man ap- 
peared. 

He stood far over on the right when he first appeared, 
but gradually he stalked to the center. He wears a black 
robe, a black broadbrimmed hat, and no face. Often he 
| stands quietly in the light of an orange lamp. In one picture 
he stands at the top of a brick wall, looking over and down. 
| In another he drives donkeys (well, donkeys or cockroaches) 
| down an almost vertical hill, and in a third he stands lower- 

ingly by a brick well with a cupola and a bucket, presumably 
| about to curse the water. He is the last thing you see in the 
| picture. You have the feeling that he has been standing 
| there watching you for a long time. 


Mamma refuses to account for this man. She knows where 

_he came from and what he is up to, but she won't tell. He 

was well-drawn from the start; it took her possibly fifteen 
seconds to complete him, menace and all. 

But when Mamma turned from the black man to other 
human figures, she ran into trouble. Not very much trouble, 

_ but enough to make her feel put upon and out of sorts with 
Universal Justice. 

She went trudging out to buy cigarettes one morning, 
and came storming back with her hair blown straight up. 

« If what I have in my brain succeeds, you’ll be amaz- 
ed », she said, and grabbed the shoe-box in which she keeps 
her crayons. 

She was debonair with the back-ground lines, and in five 
strokes set up an aquarium-thing that she labeled « Jewelry 
Store » in blatant defiance of the fish inside. Her hands flew 
over the paper and she chatted gaily. 

« These little lines I do sort of instinctively create the 
feeling of flesh and bones », she told us. 

Then something went wrong. The cigarette abandoned 
its cocky angle, the flashing hands slowed down, and she 
gazed critically at her work. She began to droop. 

« Figure drawing! » she murmured. « My God, who do 
I think I am? Renoir? Matisse? Degas? ». 
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She chucked her crayons back into the box and took! 
out the pack of cigarettes and a briar holder. She disappear- 
ed into a cloud of blue smoke and gloom. We could hearı 
an occasional complaint issuing from this cloud. Once she: 
lamented, « Why God ever started me drawing if He didn't: 
want me to keep on, I don’t know ». Mostly there was a: 
hissing sound from the cigarette, and silence. This continued | 
for about an hour. 

Then with impatient motions Mamma swept the clouds: 
aside and again seized the crayons. She worked feverishly; 
and dourly, at times murmuring directions to her inner! 
woman. 

« Sort of shortish — swell out — drop down ». 

Figures emerged. Willowy wenches in sidewalk-sweeping } 
skirts faced each other. Shaggy black hair, unbound and! 
obviously unwashed, flowed over their bright shawls. There: 
were gold chains about their necks and gold rings in their: 
ears. 

« Gypsies! » Mamma cried. « My God if they don’t look: 
like gypsies! They are beautiful. I am amazed at myself! ». | 

So were we. It developed that she had never looked at. 
a gypsy or a picture of a gypsy. The idea had erupted while 
she was on her way to the tavern for cigarettes, and now 
she had it. 

For several days there was peace. My mother drew gyp- 
sies promenading through respectable streets that belonged 
by rights to business men and housewives. Now that Mamma 
had her gypsies, her houses became more stationary and her 
sidewalks stayed out of the gutter. She cooed as she worked 
on a picture of two female gypsies haggling with a towns- 
man while their male accomplice held a horse by the bridle 
— and the quiet black man leaned against a lamp post in 
the background. Then a peevish note came into her voice. 

« What’s the matter with that horse’s legs? » she de- 
manded. 

There was plenty wrong with that horse’s legs, but they 
were in better condition than his back. He looked like a 
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| sagging meal bag supported by four table legs put carelessly 
in the middle of his body. His neck was bowed and his head 
deformed. He was a very sick horse. We said as much. 

At such wholesale criticism, Mamma stiffened. « He's a 
beautiful horse », she cried, « and don’t you forget it! ». She 
glared at us and returned to her work. 

We offered a copy of The National Geographic with a 
complete history of the horse from the eohippus on up. She 
leafed through it, and a complacent look came into her eyes. 

«I don’t think much of these horses », she said. «I can 
do them better ». 

So for the last week she has worked madly at horses. 
Her eyes have been fanatically alight. Her cigarette has been 
rampant. And she has been successful. It is a spirited horse 
that invades her quiet, crazy streets now, a horse that does 
not go down in the middle, but rather goes up at both ends. 
His eyes flash, his tail switches, he is about to bite somebody. 
He has learned the art of galloping furiously with his front 
feet while he relaxes with his back feet. 

« He has haunches », Mamma told me, admiring a smil- 
ing animal in blue. « Look at that lovely tail ». 

« You said it», I agreed. « He even has fetlocks ». I 
began to wonder. « What do you know about fetlocks? » I 
asked. « Did you go back to that Geographic? ». 

Mamma looked doubtful. « No », she said, « the fetlocks 
just kind of evolved. They grew on him ». 

Today Mamma is working on bending gypsies. She wants 
to have one gypsy looking speculatively at a horse she is 
going to steal, while the other gypsy picks up something 
from the ground. The black man will be watching them from 
his position under the lamp. She is slightly troubled, she 
says, because she doesn’t know what to do with the arms. 
By tomorrow, no doubt, she will have evolved shoulder 
joints, and all will be well. 
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A MEMOIR OF THE 1930's 


Who are these people who appear over and over in the 
press, accused of Communism? Government workers, United 
Nations employees, officers in embassies — white-collar faces 
with lines about the eyes, perhaps a little mustache to give 
weight to the features as though these persons feared even 
in middle age to appear too young. Lady librarians, Yankee, 
close-mouthed, proud, true to their heartless lover. The air 
is stifling with these faces and names: called back for ques- 
tioning, or offering to testify, or refusing to testify, knowing 
too much or truly remembering nothing of moods that have 
vanished like old patent medicines. Some of them liars about 
whom we will never know anything; or simply ambitious 
young men meaning nothing wrong, like the poor bank clerk 
whose hand hardly trembled when he took his first « loan » 
from the cash box. Recently there was one — I saw his print- 
ed image swept out of the gutter in the morning, yesterday’s 
news. Handsome, just recently working abroad for the govern- 
ment, and before that, in 1937, in the Department of Agri. 
culture, he seemed hardly to remember anything about him- 
self, his true intentions ever. I am particularly distressed 
when I think of him, because he was for a brief time a sort 
of member of the family. 


Our neighborhood in Kentucky, a dreary, indeterminate 
one in which a few grand houses of the Gothic Revival sullenly 
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endured the presence of a great many lower middle-class, 
two-storey bricks and frames with peeling paint and awkward, 
‘rickety steps, produced one fine flower, a careful young man 
named Oliver Hamilton. Oliver’s character must have been 
acquired in a scrupulous pre-natal existence because he was 
entirely out of key with his environment and seemed to have 
been born with his curious refinements quite as naturally as 
with his bleak blue eyes. His face was bony and distinguish- 
ed, like the idealized features of a popular poet or saint. 
‘He walked with an odd spring, almost on tiptoe, as if he 
were reaching up to the sky, and his manner too had some- 
thing special and unearthly in it, a profound squeamishness 
which was enormously impressive. There was nothing truly 
‘mysterious about him: his difference could be calculated 
precisely. He was one’s best youthful self, only more so, 
‘more earnest, more fastidious, more urgently and clearly 
developed in the manner he admired. Perhaps his greatest 
advantage was his precocious recognition of his passion for 
love and approval and this gave him an alertness which 
puzzled other young people, but made the old giddy with 
pleasure. He did exactly as he pleased and everyone took 
it for granted that he would, in his silky way, find the life 
he wanted. It so happened he did become a kind of success 
and by ironic means; at the age of twenty-five this pale and 
high-flying dreamer wrote a rousing, virile book about the 
Kentucky coal miners, which was not quite a novel and not 
exactly journalism, but eagerly progressive and frank in 
language and for a time quite popular, It was hard for me 
to imagine Oliver’s noble, lucky nose bent over these harsh 
pages about gaunt, righteous mountaineers and obese, cruel 
mine owners, 

But is was not altogether improbable: the elegant and 
the sordid seemed to have been fighting over him since birth. 
All the circumstances of his life were uncommon, He grew 
up under the care of an aunt, an impossible woman with 
a small, bat-like face, an animal of the night, swooping, 
hovering and nesting in her dark way. This unmarried lady, 
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Cora Minton, did sewing occasionally, but it was difficult : 
for her because the neat, scratching industry required was; 
foreign to her temperament which was jagged, agitated and 
restless. Her mind was agile, touched permanently by ner-: 
vous, garrulous foolishness, and though she associated with L 
none of her neighbors and had almost no friends, her whole 
being was marked by the habits of the gregarious. She as- 
sociated and talked with herself endlessly and experienced | 
an inflated excitement from the scant materials of her per-: 
sonal life. Yet she had a kind of decency and was at times | 
gay in a dreadful fashion, as if a faint cloud of harmless | 
degeneracy covered her unjustly, but was nevertheless there, | 
like a wound one got by accident. 

Oliver’s parents died in a train wreck and this gave: 
a secret, rare tone to his biography. He was only four years! 
old at the time and Aunt Cora brought him up from Ala- 
bama, started on a series of lawsuits and somehow collected | 
five thousand dollars which were to be saved for his educa- 
tion. True, both he and his aunt lacked everything. Oliver : 
had no parents, Miss Minton had no husband; they were: 
poor, bereft, alone, but within their limited scope they had. 
the gift of luck. Oliver had his education money and his. 
aunt had the house in which she lived. The house had been. 
acquired from the crazy Fitz girls, two spinster daughters: 
of a man who had owned a prosperous hardware store. These : 
two ladies would have died in an insane asylum if their: 
father had not provided for their inevitable helplessness by: 
saving all his earnings. Miss Minton had gone to them when 
she was quite young, to act as housekeeper and nurse and 
somehow her back wages had mounted so, because of the: 
girls’ iron refusal to turn over money, that when they died 
the relatives offered the house in payment. 

The Fitz girls were old when Oliver arrived, but he 
lived for eight years along with them, and would emerge 
each morning from this madman’s haven, bright, shining and 
affable, as though it were all quite usual, He survived it all, 
the squalor and dreariness, and seemed to see everything 
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in a clean, optimistie light that suited his idea of himself. 
He even found a sort of glamour in the Fitz girls and managed 
to partake not of their madness, which surrounded him in 
their fearful sighs and endless terrors, not of their illness 
and decrepit, mindless old age, but of their youth and their 
father’s little hardware business. Everything ugly and dis- 
heartening in his private life was somehow invisible to him — 
whether this was shame or imagination one could not know. 
Or perhaps it was his vanity which was of that lofty, sensitive 
order which made a rebuke seem as deadly as a pistol shot. 
He got along famously and incredibly with his aunt because 
she was madly in love with him and he appeared to love 
her also. 

When the time came, he went to the University of Chi- 
cago, taking with him the sentimental blessings of all his 
high school teachers and the burden of his excellence which 
he was, in some obscure way, expected to carry higher and 
higher. He had been petted and adored, a prince passing 
time among the peasants. For the next four years he stayed 
away from home, not even paying a visit in the summer. 
During vacations he worked in New York and other parts 
of the east and I imagined he had no sooner reached Chicago 
than he felt disappointed with himself for not having decided 
to go to Harvard or Yale. 

He did, however, return to Kentucky the summer of his 
graduation. He returned and, much to everyone’s surprise, 
began a courtship with my older sister, Stella. This seemed 
to me indecent, a false, inexplicable move, a terrible fall 
from grace that occupied my mind feverishly. At that time 
Stella was almost thirty and had never known anything 
except the most staggering unpopularity which she invited 
by her sour and rather overwhelming nature. She was fair, 
broad-framed and fearless and quite ridiculous that summer 


because she had taken a liking to large, cartwheel hats 


beneath whose brims her aggressive, round face beamed with 
alarming triumph. She was heartlessly competitive and could 
not even see a goodlooking woman on the street without 
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remarking peevishly, « If you want to stay up half the night | 


curling your hair it might look like that. But is it worth it? » 
Stella was ruled by rhetorical questions. If we criticized 
her faults or accused her of wanting undue attentions, she 
would shrug her shoulders and say, « Don’t we all? » That 
question represented her final conviction about life and the 
insufficiencies she admitted were never specific and personal, 
but always the inalienable attributes of the human race. 
Actually neither my mother nor I could « get close » to Stella, 
but my father defended her fervently. There was a warm 


nn 


‘sentimentality in my father because he was a man who had 


never guessed right about anything. Every decision he made 
was at least partially unsuccessful and, having a strong Cal- 
vinist belief that the good prosper, he gradually came to 


believe he was out of favor with God, which, apparentiy, . 


was correci. His sympathy for himself made him reluctant 


to condemn anyone else and this being his nature it was 
logical he should imagine the trouble with Stella was simply 
that she was too kind-hearted to get along in the world, 
although in a scandalous sense that was true. 

Stella’s self-assertion got her a few boy friends, but her 
demands immediately became so excessive the boys fled. If 
a man waited several days to call her she would bravely 
confront him with, « Well, it’s about time!» It was not 
difficult to understand the meaning of this expression the 
poor creature used with such freezing significance. She was 
a girl of great passion and so, considering her gifts, perhaps 
it was « about time » the lucky man showed the proper 
gratitude. Stella’s generosity was useful to her, but she great- 
ly exaggerated the scarcity of the favors she had to offer. 
She was constantly annoyed at the world because her views 
were wierdly mathematical and her sexual arithmetic (I may 
not be beautiful, but how many are?) did not allow for the 
failure that beset her; on the contrary, the laws of probabili- 
ty indicated she had been brilliantly and happily married 
for a decade. 


When Oliver left Chicago he was deeply aroused about 
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the « political backwardness » of Kentucky and felt it his 
ae to return there. Fortunately, perhaps, his involvement 
with my sister soon drove him away again, but he come back 
to us for a time. He seemed pleased to be at home again and 
i liked to show off, to shock and instruct everyone. Curiously 
‘it was not his own deprived life he meant to avenge when 
‚he talked of a « worker’s state ». No, he would have felt 
‚that too personal and bitter, that is if he had been capable 
‚of seeing his circumstances as they appeared, at least in his 
youth, to others. He seemed to say that like the rich boys 
lat school he was bitten by a sense of guilt for his enormous 
‘privileges, as if his father too had been a wealthy business 
man he meant to disown. In any case he was happy and had 
| become somewhat ceremonious, carefully bowing to everyone, 
displaying generous, serious concern at every opportunity, 
‚listening with a frown of anguish to every misfortune, patting 
children on the head, walking miles, as on an urgent mission 
never before undertaken. He was eager to do something 
good and impulsive and it was not difficult to find the right 
thing. All he need do was cross over five blocks and there 
he was among silent strangers, in the Negro section, on un- 
paved streets, before broken gates and yards covered with 
cinders. It might almost be said that he ran to this section, 
panting and anxious for fear it might have moved on in 
his absence. He made his first Negro friend gratefully, a 
school teacher with a shriveled, humorous face, and a great, 
clear pool of cynicism in his soul. The Negro school teacher 
looked at Oliver with a wrinkled, inward grin, as though 
they had met before in a dream. Oliver was disarmed by 
the man’s hopelessness, his little clucks of satire, his brutal 
acquaintance with the ridiculous; but they worked together 
and soon there were pamphlets in the mail denouncing 
segregation. « You sign your name to that, if it’Il make you 
feel better », the man said, shrugging. Townspeople were 
astonished, and even amused in those far-away days. 
Commiseration became Oliver’s most distinctive act. He 
liked to bestow his benevolent smile upon some tattered 
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citizen and to discuss the price of groceries in the frank,, 
ominous tone of one who had looked the dragon in the eye: 
and meant to slay him. «It’s so hard on the poor folks »,, 
the object of Oliver’s sympathy would sometimes say, lifting» 
a shabby arm and pointing to the distance where that desolat-- 
ed anonymity, the poor, lived. « They ought to do some-- 
thing, but they don’t know any better, if you ask me ». 

It was maddening and Oliver shuffled and started again.. 
« Who are they? » he asked, patient and determined as aı 
pedagogue. « Do you count yourself among them?» _ 

«Well, I ain't rich, but I don’t know as I think ofl 
myself along with them — » cunning eyes blazing. 

« No, no, perhaps not, but you must take a broad 
view... You don’t think of yourself along with, say, J. P.. 
Morgan, do you? » 

« Nope, fell out with him last week and he cut me off! 
without a dime, temporarily only, you understand... It’s left! 
me a little short of change for the time being ». And then: 
laughter. 

« There's one thing I detest about the south », Oliver: 
told me, « and that is the straining to make a joke out of! 
everything. There’s a moral slovenliness in their passion for: 
ridicule. The softness, the folly of it ». 

For a time I tried to believe Oliver was instructing; 
Stella in politics. Night after night, all summer long, they: 
sat on the front porch, but there was no voice except Stella’s: 
to be heard above the creaking of the swing. It was always: 
she who did the talking and when she was not talking she 
entertained her visitor with songs. Stella loved to let out: 
her voice on the high notes of operetta tunes in a way that 
made one want to laugh, but her daring and pleasure in this 
great, loud sound were so magnificent she triumphed, at 
least to the extent that her performance dazed everyone 
within hearing. Also she was a tireless teller of anecdotes 
which were extremely complicated, always pointless, and 
invariably concerned with dispiriting recollections of her 
grammar school days. That was all I heard drifting up to 
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my bedroom over the porch — Stella’s songs and stories, 
and then long silences occasionally broken by her laughter. 
She conducted these nighis as if they were a pagan ritual, 
a ruthless and bizarre festivity, in which she was a huge, 
square-jawed goddess accepting a ripe, but mute, male 
sacrifice. 

The summer moved along quickly and Oliver came more 
‚and more to look like an executive, a pre-occupied and time- 
ridden man whose days had no empty, blank moments. He 
went all over town with his petitions, organized meetings 
‘against the local judge who was suffering from senile dementia 
and dispensing justice accordingly; he collected a small group 
‚of people around him, some of them students from the 
(University in town, and discussed dialectical materialism and 
the dictatorship of the proletariat. 
| 
Under the pressure of necessity, I soon forgave Oliver 
‚for his attentions to my sister and tried to consider this 
fantastic attraction one of the human weaknesses all great 
men suffered from. Of course, he did not understand Stella’s 
‚strength. She had somehow come into his summer, along 


‚with the communism, and was perhaps simply another com- 


| pliment he was paying to the needy. 
| And then one night my father went downstairs at four 
‚o’clock to get an aspirin and discovered the front door un- 
locked ; he began to yell for Stella who was always the last 
one in and therefore latched the door. I was awakened by 
¡his calls and saw that Stella was not in bed in the room 
¡we shared at the time. My father was storming about dram- 
jatically, pretending he believed she had met with an accident. 
My mother got up and shed a few tears, but she was not 
honestly frightened, Stella wasn’t dead or hurt — none of 
us believed that for a second — and she wasn’t disgraced 
either. My sister abided strictly by certain laws that were not 
80 much moral as practical; no matter how loose her actions 
‚may have been, there was only one thing that could make 


her stay out all night and this was that she and Oliver had 
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run off and got married. For weeks she had been scribbling ; 
at her desk and on the back of old envelopes, writing her 
own name, Stella Perry, and then adding in her plump, , 
stout-hearted script, Mrs. Oliver Hamilton. There is witch- - 
craft in this, I would think hopelessly, when I saw that: 
round, wedded name. 

« It’s terrible, » I said aloud. 

« Could she do better, you think? » my father stuttered, , 
forgetting himself. « Oh Lord, what am I saying? She ought : 
to be disciplined for this... but, then, she may be in the: 
hospital right now with a broken leg ». 

« Funny thing », my mother took it up, « but I’ve never: 
known Stella to break a bone. She hasn’t even fallen dows 
since she learned to walk. Very unusual that way ». 

We settled in the parlor and the three of us sat on the! 
sofa facing the window. It was a surly, heavy dawn, grey 7 
as smoke, but exciting to all of us. In the stillness a footfall. 
on the sidewalk could be heard clearly and we looked out 
from time to time to see the lonely walkers. « You learn 
a few things getting up at this hour », my father gave forth 
with some pride. « I didn’t know Mr. Burgin lit out at this. 
hour. It makes you respect that sleepiness I’ve always disliked : 
in him ». 

Before six o’clock the heavens opened up, the sun came 
out brightly and there they were, the slit-eyed truants, em- 
barrassed, diffident and soiled. They drove up in a rusty: 
tan and brown coupe which belonged to a friend of Oliver’s. 
Only the ugly, bright brass eagle that adorned the radiator | 
was free of dust. 

« How funny it makes me feel », my mother said vaguely. 
«I wonder why that is? » 

Stella, climbing out of the car, standing and waiting for ' 
the next words from Oliver, was wholely, majestically, and 
undeniably her purest spiritual self. There with her rumpled 
dress, her smudged, tired, dusty face her soul was powerfully 
presented, She was not to be modified and she had, without 
the make-up she usually wore, without any of the vain arts! 
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‘applied like rouge on granite, the conceit of type, the special 
solidity of a classic personality, whether it be a bore, a forger, 
or a coquette — anything astonishingly, utterly formed. 

« Well — » she said. 

Oliver opened his mouth, sighed, but no words came out. 
His chin was dark with whiskers, his shirt was dirty and 
he must have loathed his wrinkled clothes, his red eyes, his 
fatigue, everything that made him slow, stupid and helpless. 
He couldn’t bear to be caught unexpectedly, to be observed 
when he was less than his best, and now he seemed to be 
hiding even from his own observation of himself. He turned 
to Stella, looking not into her eyes, but through the curve 
of her arm, and again his mouth opened, he breathed heavily, 
but he could say or do nothing except shrug and leave her 
standing there, while he went into his own house. 

| Stella watched him go with despair. I couldn’t imagine 
how she could bear to face us, but by the time she had climb- 
ed the steps the candor and directness that made the house 
rock whenever she was present returned to her. 

| «Good Lord, you three idiots! » she said furiously. 
« What is this, a funeral? » She threw her enormous straw 
hat on the top of the piano, as though we had taxed her 
patience beyond endurance, She sighed and collapsed in a 
chair. 

Her blonde hair, which she wore usually in a tight roll 
around her head, now hung down to her shoulders, framing 
flirtatiously her eager, robust features. She was thinking — 
the presence of another person did not inhibit her. It never 
occurred to her to wish to appear one way or another to the 
mere family; like an athlete she had a simple, primitive 
sense of occasion: there was the time for rapid, almost in- 
voluntary action and then the rest of life in which nothing 
happened, no reflexes quivered, no impulses quickened. 
When she was thinking, a veil of timidity enveloped her and 
a thin smoke of ennui softened her face. She sat down, re- 
mained still, absorbed, and pathetic; so remote from us we 
could not speak until she had jerked herself back to life to 
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say with brave irascibility, « We're married, folks... And no» 
you three vultures can relax ». | 

« Married, Stella», my mother said, smiling faintly 
« Are you happy? » 

« Happy! » Stella groaned. « I’m going up to bed. Cal 
them at the office and say I’m sick as a dog ». 

« Well, daughter, look here », my father said hastily 
thinking he ought to do something efficient. « You should 
have let us in on it. Didn’t that little consideration ever flash 


across your mind? » 

« Frankly no », Stella said, giving him a menacing glaret 

Stella stayed in bed all day. I had to tiptoe in the room 
to get my clothes and I could not keep from looking enviousl\ 
at the figure on the bed, dreamless and content, enjoying 
her superb gift for sleep. Nothing else was said about thu 
marriage, except my mother volunteered the opinion wher 
we were alone in the evening that she hadn’t thought Stell: 
would be Oliver’s type. « Still you can never tell about those 
things », she added judiciously. 

« I think it’s dreadful. Can you imagine him living witl 
Stella? » I felt we had somehow betrayed Oliver’s promise 
and brightness, His whole image threatened to fade inte 
Stella’s dinosaur predominance. 

After a time I had to go to bed, although I hesitate 
to enter the room where Stella was. I found her bustling 
about, smoking a cigarette and looking at herself in the 
mirror, There was a sweet scent in the room because she 
had been examining her perfume bottles and powders. Stella 
was wearing a peach satin robe, the kind of thing she was 
always saving her money to buy: a robe, nighgown or lux- 
urious bed jacket in which she looked absurd because there 
was no appreciative audience for this seductive fashion show. 
But she wore these garments boldly, simply because she felt 
well in them, and she often said, « There is nothing more 
thrilling than the touch of soft material next to the skin. 
Have you noticed that? » 


Having got up so early the morning before, I was exhaust- 
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ed and fell asleep almost immediately. Later in the night 
I was awakened by Stella’s whimpering, which she certainly 
wanted me to hear. These low, sharp, dejected sounds were 
the moans that ask for sympathy, the sympathy one can beg 
for in the dark. 

« What is it?» I whispered, suddenly afraid to hear 
something large, tragie and unexpected. 

I was relieved when she said, « After all, God knows 
I°m old enough to be married! Isn’t everybody married, just 
about everybody? » 

« But what’s the matter? You are married, aren’t you? 
You said you were. Isn’t it true? » 

She hesitated. « Of course it’s true, foolish. But he 


doesn’t like it. Said he hadn’t given it enough thought. As 


if a normal person had to think forever about such things! 
Did you ever hear anything so stupid in all your life? Here 
we are married and the moment after he starts thinking about 
it, when it ought to be the other way round, by my reason- 
ing! » 

As we lay there talking I marveled at my sister. She 
may have lacked imagination and yet she had something 
stronger — she had her immense desire for love and marriage. 
« What’s done is done », she said ominously, as if this as- 
sertion would settle everything. « That’s the way it is and 
everybody knows it except him. I’m no magician. If you’re 
married, you’re married! » 

« Maybe it isn’t completely final», I said. «I mean, 
suppose you didn’t want to be married. Lots of people make 
a mistake ». 

« You don’t know one bit about these things », she said 
curtly. 

In the moonlight I could see the outline of her face, her 
short, broad nose, the angular jut of her chin. In the world 
for which Stella was made there were only couples, men 
and women bound together, fighting their united way. It was 
an intolerable mystery that she hadn’t achieved this easy 
destiny until now. And did she have it now? Long after she 
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thought I was asleep, I heard her weeping and saying to her- 
self, « Lord, I feel just awful! ». 


The next afternoon, when I came out of the house, I saw 
Oliver signaling to me. I was not quite sure he wanted to 
see me because he had lifted his arm so casually. I waited 
until he called out my name and then I walked over to his 
house, expecting I don’t know what, but surely planning to 
console him. His face shocked me: without the least em- 
barrassment he let me look upon his anger and desperation. 
I felt stung, as though he had disowned me and rightly. 

« What is her attitude about it? » he asked. « What is 
she saying? » 

«Who? » I said, as if I hadn’t the slightest idea of his 
situation. His stern face dismayed me because it seemed to 
make me an accomplice in Stella’s intrigue and to lessen his 
own eager participation. 

« What is her attitude about it? Tell me! » he insisted. 

« Nothing very definite... » 

« All of this is ridiculous. It’s a disaster », he went on, 
guessing my own heartless feelings about my sister. « Stella 
is impossible. First of all, she’s terribly limited. She’s not 
in the least what I need! » 

How honest he is! I thought, so deeply impressed by his 
candor I could not speak. Oliver misunderstood my silence 
and took it as a reproach, His face softened immediately. 

« My God! » he gasped. « What am I saying? I swear 
I didn’t mean that — it sounds so petty! Stella is quite extra- 
ordinary, believe me. She has a good heart and means no one 
any harm. Honestly! Her qualities are not found every day. 
It’s just that she’s not — or rather I’m not the right person 
for her! » 

Can he be sincere? I wondered. I hesitated and it seemed 
Oliver almost stopped breathing while he waited for my 
comment. « She’s all right in her way », I agreed weakly, 
« but she is a mistake for you. What can you do about it? » 

He moved closer to me and I saw the shadows under his . 
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eyes. « Look », ‘he said in a confiding tone, « I’ll love you 
forever, if you try to talk her out of it. Please explain to 
her that she wouldn’t be happy. Convince her it’s a mistake... 
We can get an annulment... I’ve already called a lawyer 
about it... So long as we don’t live together after marriage 
or something. I have some money and can pay for it ». 

A dim tribal decency stirred in me and I said, « The 
paying for it isn’t the most important thing ». 

His face colored and his hand trembled on my arm. 
« No, of course not. But don’t be cruel », he begged softly, 
and in a pious way that reprimanded me rather then him- 
self. «I want to do the right thing... and now I suppose we 
oughtn’t to talk about it further ». 

As I got up to leave he said, « Thank you », and then 
looking at me tenderly he added, « She was my first love, 
I guess you’d call it. The first for both of us. What a strange 
feeling! » He stretched, sighed and looked away, as if his 
mind had turned to more pressing matters. 

When Stella came home from work that day she was in 
a foul humor and looked at us with a threatening, tartarian 
eye. « What happened at the office today? » my father asked, 
smiling languidly at her, his lower lip twitching slightly. 

« Nothing. I Alppabetized from A to F, if you call that 
something ». 

« What did the girls say? » 

« They were talking about liane a What do you think 
people talk about? » 

« Stop », my mother said, on the brink of tears. « Some 
thing’s wrong. What is it, Stella Jane? » 

Stella grimaced at the double name. « I’m going mad », 
she said. « There’s no telling what may happen if I’m not left 
strictly alone ». 

I was amazed to discover she hadn’t mentioned the 
marriage at the office. What impressive fortitude it took to 
deprive herself of this advantage over the girls, especially 
since she had been talking about Oliver all summer, praising 
in the most insufferable fashion his good manners, his in- 
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telligence and superiority. Poor Stella was at her best sudden- 
ly; it was most touching to see her ponderous effort to under- 
stand what had happened. She had caught a glimpse of some- 
thing difficult and ambiguous and did not know how to ap- 
proach it. For her, with her mighty self-esteem, this was 
terrible, terrible. 

That evening she was nearly pleasant to me, although 
with a certain condescension and resentment that I was the 
only possible confidant. 

«I’m so sorry, Stella », I said. «I know you must feel 
dreadful. We are all worried about you ». 

« 1 do feel miserable. You're right there and for once!... 
I wonder what I can do, how to manage this mess ». 

«If it’s all so impossible, I’m sure you could get an 
annulment. You've never really been married, in a way... ». 

She looked at me anxiously. « I thought I loved that 
smart alec, but if he... » and then she started to cry. Her 


tears seemed to last forever and I began to cry along with © 


her. At last she stopped crying. Action of one sort or another 
was essential — hesitation smothered her. « It’s true », she 
said shrilly. « We don’t make a good match. He sets him- 
‘self up against everything people believe in ». 

« You didn’t seem to mind his opinions a few days ago —» 

« Naturally I didn’t then, but I sure do now! How can 
I get an annulment or whatever the thing is? » 

«I don’t know, but it will be easy enough to find out. 
Of course Oliver will have to pay it. Just tell him you don’t 
want to live with him ». 

« Ah, that’s exactly what I feel », Stella said brightening. 
« Now, will you please vamoose... I want to talk to Papa ». 

My father was delighted to be chosen to settle the problem 
of Stella’s marriage. He threw himself into it valiantly, and 
as usual fell easily into saying nearly the opposite of what 
he believed. Until midnight he sat with Stella, flattering her, 
berating Oliver, even denouncing the institution of marriage 
and drawing a fancy portrait of my sister as a giantess, a 
marvel left over from some grand and lost civilization, and 
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who had no more need of the ordinary satisfactions than 
in archangel. « You have a fine position, my dear. You have 
worked hard and distinguished yourself in a way most women 
couldn't dream of. A hasty marriage with a weak man is one 
of the most dangerous pitfalls for a superior woman ». My 
father had only the haziest ideas about the annulment, but 
the oddity of it appealed to him as the proper development 
in the life of an unusual child whose legal problems would 
naturally be a bit rare and special. 

« You speak to Oliver about it », Stella told me later. 

« Can’t you do it? » I implored, ashamed of myself, and 
affected by her furious, injured face. ; 
| « Of course I can’t ». 

« I respect you so, Stella... Most women... ». 

« The devil with who you respect! » she said. 

The next day I explained to Oliver that my sister would 
agree to the annulment. Immediately his mood altered. 

« Does she hate me? » he asked. « I bet she does ». 

« You know how she is. She’s given to strong feelings ». 

« Yes, but what is she saying? » he demanded anxiously. 

« Not very much. She asked me to tell you she didn’t 
intend to live with you. She thinks the whole thing was a 
mistake ». 

« Stella’s not like that! I think you owe it to me to tell 
me everything. Please! It will help me to behave properly ». 

« There’s nothing to tell». That did not satisfy him at 
all. Did he want Stella’s tear-bleak face, her grunts, her fury, 
the hump of humiliation on her back? 

« You know, we just started talking about marriage the 
other night and the next moment it was done... I can’t tell 
you what an impression it made upon me, the quickness, 
the casual way it came about... It happens frequently like 
that, I suppose ». 

« You were lucky », I said reproachfully. 

He looked at me closely, his eyes impatient, his beauti- 
ful, sharp face as dangerous, secret and astonishing as an 
eagle’s. «I’m very fond of Stella», he said intensely. «I 
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don’t want her to have any bitterness against me. She's vei 
fine... a fine person... and quite intelligent! » 

« Her decision was her own, wasn’t it? » 

« Yes, I know that, but I wonder what she really think 
of me! » He shook his head grimly and there the unspeakabld 
marriage ended. Everyone in the family felt a peculiar, sting» 
ing demoralization. a | 

At the end of the summer Oliver went away. He hac 
got a position teaching history in a western college, The an 
nulment was easily arranged by the lawyer he hired, but the 
thing was not completed without Oliver’s losing ten pounds 
He was pale and withdrawn ‘and for the oddest reason 
he was grieving deeply over Stella’s coldness to him. He 
continued to come to our house where he would wait around 
sheepishly until my sister returned from work, only to start 
some pointless and embarrassing conversation that made 
everything worse. « You are working too hard, Stella », he 
would say, pleadingly, softly. 

« I’m not getting paid for nothing », Stella replied coldly,, 
never allowing herself to look at him. 

His penitence was boundless. « Darling, you don’t hold 
all this against me, do you? I haven’t made you ange 
have I? » 

« Angry? » Stella would answer. « What have you done 
that I should be angry about it? » For perhaps the first time 
in her life Stella was in a position of moral superiority, which 
seemed little enough for her to receive in exchange for hep 
disappointment. 

I was thoroughly baffled by Oliver’s depression. A glorious 
escape — why linger! « I think she’ll take you back », I said 
one day. 

« Take me back! What put such a stupid notion in your 
head? There’s no question of that! » 

«I just thought —» 

« She hates me doesn’t she? She despises me », he said 
miserably. 


« Everyone has to make a few enemies —» 
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« Yes, yes», he said, hardly looking at me. « ... And to 


think she must actually detest me, and how quickly! » 


« Perhaps she doesn’t ». 


«I will always, always be her friend », he concluded 
bleakly. «She suffers more than anyone would think, be- 


cause she does have a generous nature ». Somehow Stella 


had not played the game; she had taken him too seriously 
and, although agreeing to let him go, had shown a resent- 
ment which pained him. 

Goodbye, goodbye, I cried when Oliver had finally left 
us. After Oliver’s departure Stella recovered and began to 
make quite a drama out of her marriage; one would have 
thought, listening to her, that she and Oliver had spent a 
long and tempestuous life together, a life of fabulous extremes 
of love and conflict. She criticized a number of his habits 


which she attributed to him entirely out of her imagination, 


she talked very knowingly about marriage, calling it a « give- 
and-take proposition ». 

And Oliver now — from the newspaper accounts he 
seemed to have stretched the truth a bit during his career. 
These lies, large and small, which are in so many cases as 


senseless and mysterious as the confessions in Communist 


countries. For he was not genuinely radical at all; rather 


_ he was genuinely ambitious to succeed in America as he had 


always known it. This ambitious was mixed with a kind of 
aristocratic longing, as though one might set out seriously 


to become both a rich landowner and the leader of a peasant 


insurrection against himself. Our queer America, our fantasts! 


The painful chagrin of the Communist Hollywood script 


writer when his $ 2,000 a week is removed. That indeed is 
a tyranny without precedent... I think back often to the 
summer when Stella met her hot-headed but quickly remorse- 
ful lover. But annulments are not always so easily arranged 
and I believe Oliver was stuck with his dangerous acquain- 
tances, those Communists and fellow-travelers whose fury and 
contempt he could not have endured had he tried to disown 


361 


ELIZABETH HARDWICK 


them. Still, it’s a hard scruple that makes us punish the 
insincere as much as the sincere, who are bred to endure it. 
Not long ago an FBI man questioned Stella about Oliver. 
«He was a louse but not a red! » she volunteered grandly. 
Nevertheless a few days later she began to think there was | 
some unnecessary generosity in this and she would mutter | 
to herself, « I’ve heard he married a rich woman. Now, if 


Pd had that little fact definitely established, boy, what I 
could have told that government guy! » 
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A VILLANELLE 


"hese part us, if at heart we are embraced, 
"heir savage silence admits no reply: 
fountains of miles, the waters, and the waste. 


{s hungry fasts are haunted by the taste 
If festivals gone by, the days go by. 
"hese part us, if at heart we are embraced. 


Ve have admired together vases chased 
Vith peak and cataract; now stretched eyes deny 
fountains of miles, the waters, and the waste. 


‘amiliar streets, intimate rooms, erased 
3y them, revive, but soon our minds let die. 
"hese part us. (If at heart we are embraced? ) 


'resh pleasures glow, old troubles are outfaced 
y stranger troubles, all nothing, against those high 
fountains of miles, the waters, and the waste. 


"he punishment for lovers who have disgraced 
ove, so divided, we begin to try. 

"hese part us, if at heart we are embraced: 
fountains of miles, the waters, and the waste. 
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POEM 


Watching the endless tide retrieve the shore 
Watching the foam weave nets for her hair 
Watching the seabirds feed where her eyes were 
Watching the sun struck round as a gong 

Die to discover the deep swung sound 

Drowned sailors rolled in a watery hoop hear 
Watching the endless tide retrieve the shore 


Watching the foam weave nets for her hair 
Watching the thieving fingers knock as before 
Aloud at the foot of the cliff high door 
Watching the wave like a cask of seeds bear 
Bones from the feathering hulls ‘off shore 
Watching the black rock court disaster 
Watching the foam weave nets for her hair 


Watching the glassy fingers crack as before 
Watching the twisted vacant shell go under 
Watching the cliff like a honeycomb rive 
Wreathed in a garland of weeds where 
Watching, the seabirds roost on a crossbar 
O and the sun is gone & the sea & the sheer 
Black rock in the watching night are alive 
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VOYAGE 


"he sea was wider than you dreamed at first 
hough not more deep. And what you found 
as not what you had imagined. Well 

ou have gone there and have come back 


0 single shoreline accurate on the map 


ll of them (you might say) approximate 

s if taken wholly from accounts of 
Irunken sailors, boasting in the bars. 
Vhat wonder travel folders warn against 
he final integration, mystic or practical 

Eat nothing but thick rind fruits 

vhile there). Imagined landscapes all 
lelude the eye with politics or prophecy. 
Yow you are home. Kept in a hinged 

nd secret room you mutter that you found 
he beach littered with the bones of those 
ho tried to track the bloodstream to its 
eadwaters. Why bother trying to correct 
he maps? They say you are mad, your 
ontinents alive with remnant animals 

he racketing of brilliant birds, 

arades of solemn rabbits and 

antastic hats. Whatever you imagined 

t was not that. Let them pretend 

hat they like. Now when you wake 

ou wake always in the same room, watching 
rechanic spiders involve the corners. 

"here is nothing here to remind you 

here you have been: from that lost 
ontinent comes no remembrance whom they 


arbor, brother or chance traveller. 
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AUBADE DESAFFECTEE 


The rag of daun 

this muslin morning 
flaps, disconsolate. 

O let me hear you sing 
you scrawny muse 

a song to droun 

the slats of light 
splintered from 

the bamboo blind. 


Last night was — 
well, last night — 
another thing. 

Out there’s the world 
impartial, ultimate, 
absurd. Sky writers 
praising the hazard 
of traffic. Stop. 


Observe the cat: 
his offering laid out 
beneath the sink 
one dead gray mouse. 


I squint, unravelling. 

In all my corners 
spiders weave their 
intimate design. 

My fragments 

gathered on a dull blade 
foul the drain. 


Thick tongue. Blear eye. 
Another beginning. 

O let me hear you 

rasp and scratch 

you windy muse! 

Pm waiting. Sing! 
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AN ALMANAC FOR AMORISTS 


SPRING (IS A VIRGIN) 


A ROUND FOR PRINCESS PRINTEMPS 


Spring spring runs round a green riddle, 

follows a round robin cruel and gay. 

The virgins of April heed the call of the leapfrog 
And go on a rondtrip till the middle of May, 

for the sons of Apollo rush out to shoot apples 
around the round riddle, hey diddle hooray. 


THE CLEVER TROUBADOUR OF AMORET COUNTY 


Happiest am I when my Ada is most tongue-tied 

and her dairydell bushes bulge fat with birds, 

for then I can whistle as fine as any Shelley 

and be full of fancy talk without spelling out the words. 
I’m a lightfoot buckaroo on a beehop pace 
and Delicate Crazy is my hometoun. 


Prettiest is Beulah when she is most illiterate 
and her berries are baked all sweet into pies, 
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for then I go courting as slick as any Byron, 

I rollick foolish talk and feel I’m sitting very wise. 
I’m a tricky toodledoo for a cock and bull race 
and Delicate Crazy is my hometoun. 


Tempting best is Cleo when awe has struck her dumbest 
and her starchy wash hangs a white tent on the lines, 
for then I sing niftier than any old Shakespeare, 
with a mouth full of kisses I write my valentines. 
I’m a swashbuckle winner of the boy and girl chase — 
and Delicate Crazy is my hometoun. 


DON GIOVANNI TO THE VERY NICE NEW VIRGIN 


Is there something dull about the innocent? 
That your simple glowing is a glow too pure, and an irritant? 


Were I a reforming pagan or Blake’s holy child 

I might come to you to play at angels incorruptible, 

in the childhood of a world set its age aside 

and embrace a maid demure with dulcet mood inviolable. 


a 


But I am too bedeviled by old minuets of Lucifer 

to relish pas de deux wingly virtued and petite: 

though the world be dancing candy to the green-armed 
amateur, 


I, a Peter Pan unlikely, now prefer more bitter sweets. 


So despite your simple glowing both adorable and innocent, 
purity can bore, no more a stimulant. 
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SUMMER IS A BRIDE 


PSYCHE TO CUPID: HER DITTY 


Come dally me, darling, dally me with kisses, 
loiter me with lingers while the Romes all burn. 
Carouse me, my ducky, O tousle my wishes, 
I will overabundantly romp in return. 

Sing nimble, sing careless 

of impulsive exuberance, 

sing loud the disgraces of exuberant love. 


The skies can roll downhill for all I shall care 
if you'll rumple my willingness tempting and sweet. 
Come loll me, O dally me thoroughly rare, 
I will romp and reward you a comparable treat. 
Sing nimble sing careless 
of impulsive exuberance, 
sing loud the disgraces of exuberant love. 


ARIA FOR SOTTO VOCE 


Lover (O loveliest word) 
One O inflammable wonder 
in cool flower... 


How sweats lobster brain for a trumpet — 
How aches leopard mask to burst into bird — 
How thaws the frost flesh, cracks icicled heart, 
quakes wide the whole bodily earth — Now 

to bloom Alp, erupt sea, and God dance! 


O loveliest (not word) One 
world to be burned in wonder 
of cool flower... 
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A NUMBER OF SURPRISES 


Four corners there were to the round round world. 
I expected love in more than three. 

But the first two I stood in proved to be 

a seat for the self and a shelf for the me. 


With two corners left to the round round world 
I expected love in one out of four. 

But the last two I stepped in proved to be 

a dunce-capping dream and a trap in the floor. 


Four corners there are to the round round world 
but the number to count on has figures galore. 
When I rounded a corner love did not foresee 
the world squared itself and transfigured me. 


AUTUMN IS A WIDOW 


ELEGY OF THE QUEEN OF SHEBA 


What golden glory can the eunuchs promise 
to sing me back to any dance of praise? 
Never shall summer come to Babylon again 
a sunbursting Eden of naked days. 

O heavy heart, my heavy longing, 
heaviness all heart, and the apricots falling! 


Only baboons are left prancing round me, 
left beating time to the littered glory 
where I have no song, no sunstruck dance, 
no peril to lilt my story. 
O heavy heart, my heavy longing, 
heaviness all heart, and the apricots falling! 
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liGive me a tune and I ll slap the bull fife, 


Any old flutist you care to uncover, 
4 give me his name and I’ll be her lover. 


y La diddle la, the hydrant chatted. 
Um titty um, the milkpail said. 


n F or love hid the story under the songbook, 
y buried the ballad under the hornbook. 


_ Love so they tell me, love so I hear, 
love waves the trumpet and butters the tree. 


But love will come tooting only if free. 
And only to me. 


La diddle la, the hydrant chatted. 
Um titty um, the milkpail said. 


ARIADNE ABANDONED 


i My heart is blowing through the wind — 
_ O what a bitter blow! 

… The three ragged witches blown off the sea 
De cry, «Tear up the world! All love must go! » 
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WINTER IS A STEP-MOTHER 


NOCTURNE OF MADAME BOVARY 


When the night is dead black and the pillow hard 

the question of one’s longing shivers in the air. 

What can I answer it? What dare I whisper? 

I am wed to cold Leontes, the owner of my bed. 

Snow sifts between us a lackaday shroud. 

Then where is the home that is not December? 
Half the bed is hot, the other half cold, 

colder is the bed of my old moon. 


The forest fires of summer are a ghostly grove. 
Who did not love enough? Who will not give? 
I lie in a bed beside the North Pole, 
the master of my night is a polar bear of stone. 
Chill chamber! What a sleepless heart I hold 
to the dying fire of all that I remember. 

Half the bed is hot, the other half cold, 
colder is the bed of my old moon. 


THE HEARTY PIPER 


Can you still run a race with a maiden, 

old man McTortoise? 

Still take the quick trick with a flounce, Mac, 
as ready as any young man? 


No matter how bouncey one Liz may trot 
there’s many a daisy day to whirl, 

it’s long far long to the monuments. 

And where shall you be without a true love, 
or how shall you go with no love of your own 
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along the long road to the pearly tent 
where the final amusements begin? 


Or will you not get there, old Mac my man? 


THE LAST BEST ODE OF DOUGLAS FAIRBANKS 


Pl toss up my cap for a life on high 


as far far up as the truth will fly, 
and with plenty of space for my tenderness 
I shall use the whole sky to joyride my bliss. 
So it’s over the peaks and way over the planets 
I shall find me the roof of my high up home. 
I don’t mean Heaven or a cloudy cloud, 
I mean me the roost for my dream of love. 
For that is a dream I am meaning to live 
in the wondrous wide bed on the lap of God. 
Love is a red-letter bird, my dear, 
love is a red-leiter bird. 


We'll waltz around Paradise round and round 
till all the kingdoms have happily come 
and the judgments completely reckoned as fun. 
For the hope of the heavenly wing boils down 
to the bird that iweets warm in the handy touch 
and good luck and goodbye to the swans in the bush. 
So come, jump aboard, for the high stellar spaces 
where our tender delights can play ball with the moon 
in the dream that I dream I am meaning to live 
on the wondrous wide bed in the lap of God. 

For love is a four letter word, my dear, 


love is a four letter word. 
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A FEW FIRST PRINCIPLES 


The poem is what it is, but it is also a great deal mor 


The poem is both an object and an experience, and t 
experience in the object. 


The poem takes a risk: with itself, with its audience: 
with its way of saying it, with what it says. 


Poetry is a game for the alive. Playing safe is a game 
for the dead. And the daring game is the play of life. 


Prose is the subject matter of poetry, as tragedy is the 
subject matter of comedy. 


The poem is an act of folly, as folly is the human dii 
mension. The poet does not resist folly, he goes along with it! 


The poem is a positive nonsense. The poem is the comedy 
we inhabit, and a part of it. But the poem is outside of the 
comedy, and makes it funny. 


The success of the poem is in how much it is and how 
much it is not. The poet knows what is left out, and why 
what is left in is. And what is left has to be altogether needed. 


The essences are to be there, or the poem is not essential. 

The poem is a magic thing, and not to be defied without 
dire consequences. The poem is a magic thing and has more 
keys than doors. 

The poet learns the science of the aerialist. 

The poetic wages war on the fuzzy, the tacky, and the 
torpid. 
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for John and Kate Sullivan 


The caravan of Sebastian Torks came down route 17 in a drizzle 
and entered Afton in the rain. Drawn by two cloudgrey geldings whose 
lank and knockkneed legs clucked slowly across the puddled roads, 
the pale blue caravan swayed through the suburbs and along the rim 
of Afton University, past the drenched still campus toward the center 
of the town: Market Square. 

There, sitting on the lip of his trailer, Sebastian Torks reined his 
horses to a stop and looked round. The three sides of the square that 
he could see were set evenly with small frame houses, their windows 
hung with crochet-curtains like thick albino lashes over dull eyes, some 
unornamented, some woven into flowerpots, a gentle dragon, a family 
initial. Sebastian Torks nodded several times toward the houses, then 
dismounted and tied the end of the reins to a large rustchipped ring 
cemented into the concrete of the square. Occasional students, passing 
by, stopped a moment to observe the newcomer; but he did not notice 
them, and they, lifting the collars of their mackintoshes a bit higher, 
went on. 

Although the rain had not eased, Sebastian Torks did not enter 
his caravan but instead remounted the sill behind the horses and sat 
there, his pale stupid eyes pensive. He was a fair young man, and the 
clothes he wore were all of a flat shiny tan suede, except his thick and 
ordinary shoes. A well-trimmed beard and moustache, uncertainly to- 
bacco-colored, covered most of his face and neck; and although it usually 
fuzzed outward, today, soaked with rain, the hair was limp and slick 
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nd of a darker tone, and consequently emphasized, as it seldom did, 
he red and small but fleshy mouth. 

Into this mouth he now pushed a caramel, chewing it languidly 
mder the dripping eaves of his caravan. 


Il 


Chiming in waves, the doorbell whirled Gwendolyn in and out of 
leep, bringing her a dozen times to the edge of a dream, then snatching 
1er away. Go away, Eddie, she thought, and swung into sleep, then out 
igain, the movement nauseating her. ‘ 

« Go away, Eddie », she said aloud, and remembered vaguely that 
‘here was something important about this day. The memory, while un- 
lear, drew her up to a sitting position: head slumped forward, her 
suddenly open eyes stared down at the swell of breast, and then, with 
an interest that rarely came to her anymore, she seemed to see her 
belly flowing steadily toward her loins, being sucked like an escalator 
into the slit of her thighs. 

«Go away, Eddie », she repeated as the chiming continued. 

« Please open. I am not Eh-dee ». His voice was calm, his accent 
mouthy and peculiar. 


« Who are you? » Gwendolyn asked without curiosity. 

« Please open. You do not perhaps know me? » 

«Go away. I don’t want to know you ». 

« Please open. I have come at three days ago, and then at every 
day ago before for over a week, and I have rung but without response. 
You must please open ». 

He was no longer pushing the doorbell and, since she had slumped 
back from the sitting position, she considered falling asleep. But, turning 
her head, she gazed out the window and saw that it was day — a 
wet day with rain slashing about in the trees. 

« Please open ». 

«O, all right». Bringing her legs over the edge of the day-bed 
she bent toward them, her hands sliding along the warm calves. She 
remembered the Forgetfulness Drops, but she had forgot where they 
were or whether she had taken any the evening before; somehow this 
was important, for without them she would go to the door naked and 
thus shock the strange man who waited. 

«I have nothing on», said Gwendolyn, and so saying realized she 
must have taken the Forgetfulness Drops. 

« Have you nothing to wear — a robe, a kimono? » 

« Yes». And quietly she added: «It’s pure silk ». 
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When she rose the ball of her foot stepped on the wide burnin 
candle-stump upon the floor, the liquid wax searing her sole, oozin 
between the toes and solidifying at once. Soothing her foot on the col 
floor she leaned over to examine the candle: it might still have burnee 
another hour, which meant that it was not yet noon. Finally she cross 
to the wardrobe and pulled a kimono out, rippling the yellow silk bee 
fore her. She eased it loosely round her body, ballooning the sleeve 
and shifting its softness with her movements. 


« Please open ». 

« Yes », she said, and let him in. 

He was an Oriental: a short young man with dark skin and long 
eyes of hot-black. His body was slight in a mackintosh, and in his oddly 
anciently wrinkled fingers he turned the damp brim of a hat. 

« You do not know me perhaps? » 

«I’m not sure. Maybe from the university: is that it? » | 

« Yes. I am told you are ill, Glendolyn ». | 

« Glendolyn... » she mimicked, laughing. « Pm not ill ». | 

« Possibly I am misinformed, but I think not. Until three days ag 
I have come to you often and knocked without response ». | 

«I slept during the day then. Now I sleep at night ». 

« It is three weeks since you have becn to classes ». 

«So?» 

«I am told you are ill». 

« Well, you are told wrong. I’m not ill — I’m dead ». She smiled 
and folded her arms into the kimono; silk shivered down her hody. 
«How did you find out? » 

«I am told by Eh-dee ». 

« Eddie Forrest? » 

«He has told me he is no longer your paramour for you are con- 
tagiously ill and therefore isolated ». 

« That's funny », she said. « He doesn’t see, so he makes up sto- 
ries. Doesn't he see? » And remembering that Eddie Forrest did not see, 
she remembered him who did: and the importance of the day was at 
once clear to her. « Today's the twenty-fourth, isn’t it?» she asked 
the Oriental, her arms dropping out of the kimono. 

« Yes ». 

«Do you know if Sebastian Torks has come to Afton yet? » 

«I regret, I do not know the person ». 

«He's a prophet with a soft beard and a pair of horses, and he 
travels with a trailer ». 

«Ah yes indeed. While coming on my way here I saw him in 
Market Sklare ». 

«You did? O that’s wonderful ». Pausing, she looked into the 
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| Oriental’s black eyes: she did not like them. She preferred pale eyes, 
| eyes that swirled in depth and absence. This man’s eyes were too much 
| present. « What do you want »? 

| « Perhaps you want something. Any assistance... ». 

« No ». 

« Should you ». 

| «I won't ». 


« You would like me to leave now? » he said sadly. 
« Yes ». 


« But I may come again? I may help you if you need? ». 

« Aren’t you crazy to think you can help me! Why should you 
want to? Do you feel sorry for me? ». She was not offended, nor was 
she even curious; her questions lately were more a result of habit than 
| interest, and emotion she had very rarely felt. 

« Sometimes I have watched you », he said. « And you are very 
beautiful. Please take no offense: we easterners are often not reserved 
| as you. But now you are without a paramour... ». 

Gwendolyn was laughing again, the sound of it rising rich and loose 
from her throat. 

« Please do not laugh at me ». 

«O but don’t you see? What you want is so funny! ». 


— = a 


« It is funny? Perhaps you have never loved someone ». 

« Yes, I have ». She smoothed a finger across her mouth. «I do — 
| but it’s strange. You wouldn’t understand. Now go away; you must 
leave ». 
| « You will permit me to come again? ». 

«I don’t know. Maybe if I feel like it». 

«You must say you will ». 

« All right, I will ». She pulled the hat from his hands and crushed 
it backwards on his head. « Goodbye, goodbye. You look so funny. 

Goodbye! ». 

When he was gone she slid the yellow silk kimono down her body, 
letting it lie delicate and luminous upon the floor, and she sank once 
more to the day-bed not to sleep but to think of Sebastian Torks. Her 
fingers, while she thought, wove through her long blonde hair, bringing 

it over her shoulders and to her breasts: and she offered her full round 
dying body to Sebastian Torks. 

She had met him in Chicago last summer, had seen first of all 
his bearded face in the window of ihe skyblue caravan which was situated 
beneath the station of the elevated-lines. But he did not see Gwendolyn 
approach his door for he was staring across the thoroughfare, over to 
a triangle of public park which was deserted but for a boy and girl 
who sat kissing on a bench; his eyes above the beard were round and 
hollow, at once light and dim, somehow encompassing in vision what 
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was beyond Gwendolyn’s sight. Within the caravan she was faintly repuls- - 
ed by the furnishings and by the clairvoyant himself. Sebastian Torks, , 
like many other people, gave her the impression that his feet were un-: 
washed and his toilet habits improper. He had read her tarot (crossed | 
and crowned with swords), had stroked his too-soft fingers over the lines: 
of her palm, had wept with looking in a erystal-ball: his prophecies | 
were filled with doom and love affairs. In the end he took her birthdate || 
and her address and promised to send, as soon as possible, an astrological 
reading of her future. She gave him forty dollars when she left. 

The next weekend. when she returned to Afton, the horoscope 
was already waiting. With it was a shori neatly handprinted note: 


I shall be in Afton on the twenty-fourth of 
October. If you want we can go into extra 
consultations at that time. 


S.T. 


Her future in the stars was much the same as it had been in her palm, | 
the tarot, and the crystal-ball: it promised love, news from home, and | 
Gwendolyn’s death at an early age. She put the papers in a bureau 
drawer and for almost two months did not think of Sebastian Torks. 

Death, eventual and unscheduled, did not frighten Gwendolyn; 
like most personal qualities it had become, when she stopped to consider 
it, unreal, fantastic. For, as doctors found soon after her birth, she 
was born with the heart of a woman of eighty. Living carefully, her 
parents were told, and by avoiding major shocks, this pale fat child 
might survive a decade, perhaps by some miracle even two. So Gwe- 
ndolyn was schooled, by a mother clever and direct, in calm and 
coldbloodedness; she was taught that catastrophe and destruction, the 
rapid horrible passing of all, were the elements of the external world; 
she learned not merely to express but to experience a minimum of con- 
cern. Her parents labored to create in her a wall of cold philosophy, 
and so successful were they that when their much younger hearts collaps- 
ed, their daughter’s aged one was only slightly moved. 

At fifteen, soon after the death of her father and just before the 
death of her mother, Gwendolyn inherited a fortune. She was never 
certain whose it had been before nor why it had come to her, but she 
accepted it calmly and spent it glibly. She traveled a great deal and 
shopped continually, transporting European ruins to American ware- 
houses; as often as she remembered, and this was seldom, she visited 
a hospital and had the most famous doctors in the world listen to her 
heart. « You understand », they invariably said. « At this moment it 
works perfectly; the question is — how long? We would strongly advise 
a lot of rest and complete avoidance... ». 
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Her desire for an education was sudden and, although a lack of 
preparation made her ineligible for underg-aduate work, this was over- 
come by a donation to Afton University where she enrolled as a freshman 
‚the year before she met Sebastian Torks in Chicago. Her life through 
| ‚that first year was orderly and even at the beginning of this new semes- 
ter nothing had changed — for three weeks: and then one evening the 
| pains began, first in her limbs as if they had fallen asleep and then 
a bubbling turnover sensation in her chest and then a faint sad wheezing 
ache which cried from incredible depths. She flew to New York the 


| following weekend and saw five specialists (one of whom had come 
| from Toronto at her request); and she was told among grave faces 
and cigar smoke that her heart could not endure another year. 


It was in the airplane on the way back to Afton that Gwendolyn 
for the first time in her life made rapid transient contact with the 
world outside; like a hot shriek of flame was the realization that she 
| was not immune to the catastrophic and the horrible to which the rest 
| of the living were subject. When she returned she shut off all the 
| rooms in her rented house but the fair-sized central one with the day- 
bed, and there she sat for three days wondering why her mother had 
prepared her to face everything but her own potential and her own 
‘death. And death she did not face: she tried to raze it with her 
fingernails, to thrust her handsome white back against it, to butt it 
with her golden head — but she did not know how to face it. For 
the wall of cold philosophy, having been fingered by the truth of 
the ego, was fallen. The mildness of her childhood and youth evapo- 
rated leaving a spirit of violent exaggeration, more flexible than the 
philosophic wall, which she bent inward and outward, flinging and 
flailing her emotions, destroying friendships, a love affair, and many 
rare expensive objects round her room. Ultimately she wore herself 
and her heart into a heaped fatigue which seemed to peel away the 
shell of life — revealing nothing as the fruit but rot aud unimpor- 
tance, and within that was the thick wooden seed of human action 
like an eye of blindness. This eye, this: seed, when she at last took 
to going out of her room, she found planted in duplicate in the faces 
of everyone she met. So life and other people and herself were evacuated 
of meaning; and even death, for Gwendolyn, as it had emptied of 
significance all the world round her, eventually emptied it itself. And 
she became careless with everything but sleep. Until recently she had 
slept some of the night and most of the day, waking and emerging 
for only a few hours in the evening to eat, go round the streets, trouble 
people. Without reason she suddenly changed her schedule and now 
slept from twilight through part of the day. She looked forward to 
sleep anxiously although her dreams were full of wilder horror than 
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anything that stormed through her waking mind; yet the nightmares 
she knew for unreality. She had even begun to buy enormous candles! 
which burned eighteen hours, and which she lit at sunset as she clim 
into bed. If she woke during the night and the candie were burning, 
its light was fantasy like an extension of sleep, and she would bee 
in dream-awake until she fell asleep again. It was during these periods: 
of dream-awake that she had remembered Sebastian Torks, rememberedì 
his beard as softness, his hands as wind, recalled the shreds of uphol- 
stery in the skyblue caravan, but most particularly his eyes, wet and] 
fogged, distant and empty, locked not in blindness, but, like Gwen-- 
dolyn’s, in overpowering sight. Defying a purity which conditioned! 
her memories, but knowing no other way, she offered him in dream-- 
awake her golden hair, her pliant breasts, the swell and spread of her: 
tender body, her decrepit heart. 

The doorbell shattered the revery, its chime stringing along her: 
nerves. | 

«Go away », she called. | 
« Please open ». | 
«O what do you want? » | 

«I have forgot to give you my address should you need it. Please . 
open ». 

«I don’t want you here. Go away ». 

« Very well. I shall write on a sheet of paper and put it under 
the door ». 

After a moment she heard the slip whisper across the floor. 


« Goodbye for the present, dear Glendolyn », he said. 


III 


When Gwendolyn left the house she turned at once in the direc- 
tion of Market Square; having taken a triple dose of Forgetfulness 
Drops she was certain she would get there. Since death’s imminence 
had been announced to her, she rarely went on specific errands, but 
when she did, if she were not numbed with Forgetfulness Drops, she 
almost never reached her destination, for adventure usually fell to her. 
Others called it disorderly conduct or, more severely, wickedness. Her 
favorite adventure was to enter a crowded grocery and insist on im- 
mediate service, luring the clerks to her with smiles and promises of 
money; she would then go round the shop, pointing to random tins 
and packages. 

« Four of those », she would say. « And six of these. I want twelve 
one-hundred a thousand of those ». And when the clerks frowned she 
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assed several large bills between her hands smiled. «O never mind. 
‘en will do ». 
When enough goods were chosen she would order them packed, 
ome separately, some in parcels of a dozen or more, but always in 
omplex inscrutable combinations. The other customers would com- 
lain; the clerks would groan, having lost interest by this time in 
»wendolyn or her possible gratuities; she herself would be seated 
¡pon a crate, her mouth stuffed with laughter and commands. 

«Look, miss », a clerk might offer. «We haven't got all day to 
ait on you)». 
. «But don’t you see? » she would reply. « Don’t you really really 
ee what fun it is » And knowing that they really did not see, she 
vould continue: « No no no: the stringless beans there! » 
Ultimately she would spring from the crate to say she had changed 
1er mind and wanted nothing; and the dollar bills would trail behind 
ter out the shop like a sudden-growing vine. 

Once she had spent a night in the Afton jail — for indecent expo- 
ure and for soliciting the police officer who came to arrest her. But 
he damp night in the narrow shadowed cell was slept away in a dream 
horror, and in the morning she was fined and released. Gwendolyn 
tad had several such adventures during the past weeks, and only one 
rad she regretted: the adventure of the blind old ladies. She had met 
hem at twilight near the wall of the university; they had small brown 
aces like moles and wore refashioned men's fedoras and shapeless black 
‘oats. The one who, as she later discovered, could distinguish figures, 
ıpproached her and asked the way to the university. 

«Ill take you there », said Gwendolyn. « Vl take you in a taxi». 


They had thought the university was nearby, but perhaps, said the 
voman who could distinguish figures, perhaps they had been misled. 
Yes, sighed the other, they were often misled, and wasn’t it perfectly 
wonderful of Gwendolyn to go out of her way like this. The girl found 
i taxi and rode with them to the other end of Afton, beyond the suburb, 
vhere the city turned into woods. In the cab she laughed often and 
sked: « Don’t you see Don’t you see » The blind old ladies folded 
hemselves inward, their mole-faces netted and webbed. 

On the highway she helped them out of the taxi. « It’s over there », 
aid Gwendolyn. « Just walk straight up this road and you'll come to 
he steps of the administrative building ». 

«I can’t see anything », the woman told her. « Usually I can dis- 
inguish figures ». 

« But it’s already night», cried Gwendolyn and laughing returned 
o the car. « Did you see » she asked the driver, but he had not under- 
tood and, shrugging, drove the girl back to town. When she was at 
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home, she was suddenly touched with terror and felt with the blind okl 
ladies, blind to the darkness of the faraway road. She thought hersel! 
a pig and wept into sleep. 

But now no adventure could befall her, for she was leaden with 
Forgetfulness Drops and she knew not everyone could see as she could 
see: and that after all their eyes were wooden. So, through the thinn+ 
ing rain, she walked to Market Square, and as she rounded the corner 
saw the caravan of Sebastian Torks. The door in the side of the caravam 
was open, its back hooked to the blue wall: on the inside of the doo» 
was large red lettering: | 


SEBASTIAN TORKS 

clairvovant | 
reads 

tarot-palm-stars 


etc. 
10 A.M. — 10 P.M. 


Gwendolyn climbed the two steps and entered: the room had ne 
changed but now it enchanted her. She loved the sudden wall of hea 
flowered chintz hanging at the opposite end of the caravan. She lov 
the kerosene lamp and the walls it had smoked, and the chipped yello 
oil-cloth flung over the table and upon which lay the wilting tarot pack. 
Along the walls the same brust benches ran, the straw pricking out at 
corners like random whiskers on the faces of elderly women. Gwendolyn 
was charmed. 

The moment after she entered, the chintz curtain shook and whis- 
pered and then was pushed slightly aside as Sebastian Torks edged 
sideways into the room; he offered his hand to Gwendolyn across the: 
table which divided the room. | 

« You must remember me », she said. | 

« Certainly. How are you? » 

« Not well. l’m going to die ». | 

He eased his hand away from hers and motioned it over the tarot. 
« They're seldom wrong », he said, seating himself at the table. « Please: 
sit down ». 

‘Gwendolyn sank to the chair opposite him and stared across the: 
table; she had begun to laugh softly but because it was without humor: 
it sounded in her ears like a crystal hum under the tongue. She laughed! 
softly looking at Sebastian Torks and was thrilled by his gentle beauty! 
— especially his eyes, even more detached than she had remembered,, 
eyes like tender unshaped flowers. If he had struck her as unclean at! 
their first meeting, he did not now — except perhaps the stains upon! 
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tis teeth — for he seemed to her a shape of purity; she imagined the 
ough white cool skin beneath the suedes slanting over her melted 
varmth. « But is that right? » she said aloud. 


| « What? » From across the table his breath came to her — warm, 


ind sweet as caramel. She took the breath into herself and unrolled a 
ittle laugh. 


| 


« Shall we look into your cards? » Sebastian Torks asked. 


«No, I don’t want the cards. I’m wiser now than I was. I want you. 


Will you take me? » Her face reddened in the dense damp chill of the 


‘aravan. 
| 
«Take you here? » All light receded from his eyes. 


Cupping her hands over her breasts she whispered: «I give you 
nyself ». 


«For what? Do you want me to read your — ». 


«For love. Take me for love, Sebastian Torks ». Plates of glass 
mere smashing in her heart sending splinter points along her limbs. 
Laughter had ended and as the plate glass continued to crash and shatter 
the came to weeping. Her pink fingers brought her hair round to her 
ıeck, smoothing it against her cheeks. « In dream-awake you’ve always 
aken me and it was like being carried away ». 


. ‘He said nothing while she wept; his calm hands circled over the 
‘able and swept the cards together, then shuffled them. « Cut three times, 
dlease », he said, passing the pack to her. 

i «Non no no: I don’t want the cards, Sebastian Torks. You can 
give me peace. You must see that. O stop it! » (He was once again 
oushing the pack toward her). « I don’t want the tarot. I want you ». 
‘For a while Sebastian Torks sat in silence, but at last he stood up 
and said: « Excuse me. I’m afraid I’ll have to interrupt the consulta- 
tion now ». 

He went behind the chintz wall, but Gwendolyn did not follow him. 
She remained weeping and puzzled on the chair, and she wondered dis- 
tantly about the faint creaks coming from the concealed part of the ca- 
ravan. When she left, she put some money on the table. « I'll come 
back again », she called. 

« Yes, please do », he replied, after a pause. 

Outside she felt ravaged. She wished it had not stopped raining. She 
wished she were dead — but not dying. She wished she had not taken 
so many Forgetfulness Drops and had the courage to go upon an ad- 
venture. But instead she pushed herself into the fogged twilight and 
went home. 
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Sleep. 

The thought of it soothed her: an exchange of horrors, an ex 
change of unrealities. In the fuzzy violet darkness of her room she 
dressed, her body moving subtly as if already edging into sleep. Fro 
the cupboard she withdrew an eighteen-hour candle, lit it, and gl 
its bottom to the floor beside the bed. The room was then fantastic 
like her dreams: alternating waves of gold and shadow washed alon 
the walls and streamed across her body. Gwendolyn oozed into sleepy 
entered with terror but without surprise a nightmare world obvio 
incredible. She floated easily from one nightmare to the next, and 
easily floated back to wakefulness. 


But once awake she could not return to sleep, and although thee 
walls shook with candleglow she could not feel she was in dream-awake.. 
Nevertheless she thought of Sebastian Torks but when she tried to returns 
to the former images, the reveries of herself with the prophet, shes 
found them mechanical and sour. Somehow there was an error in her: 
love but what it was or where it lay she did not know. y 


Toward the middle of the night she left her bed and went to tiled 
windowseat where she curled herself beside the chill pane and leaned! 
her head back against the jamb. Through the window Gwendolyn saw: 
her back yard wrapped under a dark yet tentatively pale night as if! 
just beyond the swollen clouds a full moon sailed. Behind her wild! 
autumn yard lay the yards of the houses opposite, some vanished inte: 
darkness, some faintly lit by light breaking from windows. And then: 
she noticed something unexpected: the figure of a man jumping a garden: 
fence. The gesture was graceful and, since he was several houses away. 
from her, seemed unnaturally elegant like a fawn leaping a long perfect. 
arc. A thief! thought Gwendolyn and watched him move in and out of 
darkness from one garden to the next, stopping only at those houses 
where was a lighted window. Into the windows he peered, sometimes 
stepping back a bit for a better view. 


No, Gwendolyn decided, he could not be a thief, for a thief "would 
cerlainly not stop at lighted windows, but weuld go on to those houses 
darkened and asleep. Pressing her head closer to the pane she watched 
him approach the houses opposite, and only two buildings away he 
went to a window: his features were unclear to Gwendolyn but she could 
easily make out the rough silhouette of the beard that edged his jaw. 
A turnover sensation bubbled at her heart and she jumped from the 
windowseat and pulled ihe window open; the entering frost of night air 
pimpled her flesh, tightening it, contracting it to her bones. 
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«Here I am!» she called in a high whisper. « Here, over here. 
) come to me». 

He had not turned from the window into which he stared, and not — 
ntil she had stopped calling did he seem to hear, for in the chill silence 
'e jumped suddenly, surprised, turned toward her and then leaped into 
hadows: she heard the fallen leaves and twigs crunch confusedly beneath 
is feet. 


«It’s all right», she whispered. « Don’t be frightened. It’s me: 
wendolyn. Come here to me, come here ». And when he did not emerge, 
e added: « Come here, my love ». 

Like part of the shadows he moved across two gardens and then 

ver the latticework wall that bordered Gwendolyn’s yard. His eyes, as 
approached her window, had already caught the pulse of candleglow. 
«O there you are», she sighed. « Come in». 
He shook his head, but said nothing, and his candlelight eyes moved 
lowly across her body. Straightening up, Gwendolyn backed into the 
oom, her arms raised, her body writhing into a rhythm of dance: a 
vinding quickening dance that seemed to be rooted in the circle of her 
nelly. From her belly all the rhythms flowed; from whirlpool of golden 
lesh the rest of her body were castaways at the rim, clinging only by 
he tenuous reality of swirling motion. 

«I’m Rapunzel », she cried to him, and her hands brought her hair 
orward over her breasts. « I’m Rapunzel — locked lilywhite skin and 
hell-like breasts in the dark tower. Come up, my prince, my prophet! 
shall I let my hair down to you — let it down to you like a solid 
sold chain to let you climb up to me? » 

And she whirled back to the window, bending over, letting her 
air hang down almost to the face of Sebastian Torks. He did not reach 
o her as she had expected; instead he backed away, his eyes flat with 
ear. Her mind was danced beyond thought, past love, past wondering 
vhy his flame-gorgeous opalescent stare had dimmed; there was only 
lecessity. 

« Stay here », she shrieked. « Come back to me. Please! » 
« Sh-sh! » he admonished. 
«O please. Come here; at least come to the window and look at 


ne. Take me with your eyes ». 

They were both silent, and after a moment he went toward her, 
is face turned up to hers. «If you were with someone else...» he 
aid, his words so soft, so dry, they were like a shuffling or crackling 
f the fallen leaves under his feet. 

«Someone else...» she said, echoing his tone, bringing herself 
lowly to consciousness, beginning to feel once more the pinch of frost 
pon her flesh. Sebastian Torks nodded at her words, and even though 
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he had meant; she recognized the error that had been hers, and in his 
words she found a rightness, an absolute and inhuman purity. | 

« Come back again tomorrow », she told him, her hand reaching: 
down to touch his bearded jaw. But the motion ended incompletely, her: 
arm arrested in space. | 

«I will. After midnight ». 

He swung round, climbed over the shaking lattice wall and dis: 
appeared through an alley between the two houses opposite. | 


V 


«Do you really love me? » she asked him at length. 

« Extremely », he replied and his furious black eyes narrowed asi 
she began to laugh. « You have done that once before — at yesterday 
and I do not appreciate to be laughed at. Neither I nor my emotions ». 

They were sitting opposite each other: she, wrapped in her kimono, 
cross-legged upon the bed, and he on a straight wooden chair; between 
them the eighteen-hour candle spit-and-sparked away its last moments. 
He wore his mackintosh again although today it was not raining, and 
between his columnar thighs, cased tightly in brown trousers, were those: 
peculiar ancient fingers this time holding a book of poems. | 

«You would perhaps like to be read to? » he had asked upon enter-- 
ing the room, in his particular tone of voice which made questions: 
sound like answers. « It is sometimes soothing to be read to when: 
one is ill or depressed ». 

Gwendolyn had awakened expecting him, for during the night she: 
had made her decision to send him for Eddie Forrest. But afterwards: 
when the Oriental had seated himself opposite her, Gwendolyn altered! 
her decision. This dark-skinned Oriental might serve just as well as: 
Eddie, perhaps better, for what more than the East belonged among: 
candlelight and golden flesh and the exotic incomprehensible eyes of! 
Sebastian Torks? 

He had begun suddenly to read from his book of poems, but they: 
were not in English but in a mouthy tongue-tied language. Softly she: 
repeated after him: « Gobble gabble garble ». He paused in the middle: 
and translated what he had read; the translation escaped her, and only: 
when he began reading again was her attention drawn to him. « Kupobble : 
glabble », she mimicked. Angrily he slammed the book closed and they: 
settled into a silence that was not broken until she asked him if he : 
loved her and laughed at his reply. | 

« Have you loved me a long time? » 
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« Yes, from the first time I saw you I loved you. It was the third 
ay after this present session was begun ». 

« But that’s only about six weeks », said Gwendolyn. 

« You have ever loved silently for six weeks? But I knew it should 
not be long betleen you and Eh-dee. It is sad that it must have been 
illness that separated you ». 

Gwendolyn ihought of correcting this, but she could not decide 
how exactly he had meant it; so she went beyond it, was amused, and 
slid her arms into the bodice of the kimono. 

«Are you a Christian? » she asked him suddenly. 

« There have been Christians in my family. There have been Roman 
Catholics and Anglo-Catholies and Calvinists and Lutherans. I myself 
am godless ». 

« Would you be godless if you were dying? » 

«I do not clearly understand how dying can alter the factors of 
life. One is dying while one is still alive. You would better perhaps 
idemand of me would I be godless were I dead. But of course I could 
not tell you that at present. You are devout because you believe you 
iare dying? » . 

«I hardly ever ihink about God. O but how could I believe in 
¡Him when I know what life is?» The Oriental’s smile annoyed her. 
«Yes, I do know what it is. And I don’t believe in God or in life ». 

«Dear Glendolyn, how can you believe in life when you contribute 
nothing to it? » 
| « How do you know I don’t? And besides, why should I? I’m dying ». 

« You seem in your mind to confound dying with being dead, and 
death is much too large a point of view — and much too unimportant. 
We must perhaps limit ourselves to life, for that is full of smallnesses: 
and important ones. Do you see? » 

« Of course I see. Read some more poems to me». And she laughed 
a little and listened to the Oriental’s recitation. His eyes swung up 
the page every few seconds and looked at her. Soon she forgot his 
eyes and the poetry and all that had been said, and she gazed down 
at the last sputters of candlelight, remembering how this same candlelight 
had burned in the eyes of Sebastian Torks — and tonight this candlelight, 
those eyes, would take her with a purity that seemed, even at the 
thought of it, to lift her body away, to leave only an immaculate core 
of herself, like another eye, to meet and seal two crystal visions. 

« You are perhaps not listening to me? » 

«Do you know, I haven’t eaten in days ». 

« There is nothing here for you to eat? » 

« No — some beans, I think. They must be moldy ». 

«Then I shall get you rations». He stood up and turned, and 
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Gwendolyn saw his mackintosh had wrinkled up the back. « I shall returr 
at once ». 
«O no! Not at once. Come back at midnight ». 
«At midnight? But you are hungry now. I will come back im 


mediately ». | 

«No», she laughed. « You mustn’t. Come at midnight and bring 
things to eat. Bring a lot of milk: I’m very thirsty. And if you come 
back before, I won't let you in». 

«You must not let your whimsy take you away all the time », h 
said severely. « You are strange in the face of my love ». 

«And greens. I’d like some greens. Now go away and come tot 
me at midnight. Wait! No, come before midnight — at about eleven, 
so we'll have time to eat first». 

His face was evidenily puzzled; nevertheless he said: «I will kiss: 


you now ». | 
She nodded, and as he bent to her, she felt, half with anger, halfi 


with sadness, how gravely he took her kiss. | 


VI 


Now and then, during the afternoon, she would lift his book of! 
poems from the day-bed and examine with amusement the picturesque: 
lettering. But for the most part she dozed on the bed or in the windowseati 
or else walked round the room, her arm outstretched, her stiff fingers: 
patterning roads on the dusty walls. Upon one wall was a print of! 
some sunflowers; it had come with the house and she had rarely looked | 
at it for it was tacked above eye-level. But now, cruising round the room, , 
she noticed the print and saw that it was dulled with a layer of dust; her 
impulse wavered between cleaning the picture and adding to its grime. 
Still undecided she went to the tables and the walls and the shelves 
and scooped dust into her hands; then, climbing on a chair, she regarded 
the print uncertainly. 

But she made no decision for, while standing on the chair, Gwen- 
dolyn sensed evening begin to fall across her garden and she left the 
print and went to the windowseat where she watched night drop rapidly 
over the trees in her back yard. Then she watched the darkness weave 
among the lacunae of the lattice wall and grow over the wall itself. She 
fell asleep with her eyes open; they did not close for several seconds. 

In waking, she was irritable and her breath came heavily. The light 
was blazing overhead while the Oriental set two places at the table. On 
the sideboard were four bottles of milk and a bowel of mixed greens. 

«How did you get in? » she asked. 
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« The door was not locked. I have also brought a pork roast». he 
said, opening one drawer after the other. « It is extremely excellent for 
e blood. And that which you call johnnycake. But I cannot find the 
utlery ». 

«In the shelf under the table. Is it eleven already? ». 


«It will soon be ». 


«But why did you put that light on? » she cried, swinging her 
legs from the windowseat. « We must use candlelight ». 


« You are so very romantic? ». 


In the wardrobe she found a last candle and while fixing it into the 
hill of wax upon the floor, she said: « When you come tomorrow night 
bring a dozen of these candles. You can’t get them anywhere in Afton 
but the electricity shop on the corner of High Street and Nathaniel 
Street ». The candle flamed and she switched off the overhead light. 
'« They're expensive, but I’ll pay you back. Will you bring them? ». 


« Yes. Come now and eat ». 


| The meal was a long one for the Oriental ate slowly and liked to 
¡talk between bites. Having awakened in a state of irritation Gwendolyn 
‘was not interested or even amused by his chatter: he talked of school 
and mentioned Eh-dee several times. But he never spoke when food 
was in his mouth, and realizing this, Gwendolyn would insist « Eat! » 
‘when his conversation irked her. And obligingly he would take another 
‘mouthful and chew in silence. At one point, while chewing, he noticed 
the large dark bottle in a corner of the table. 
| « That is a medicine? » he asked when he had swallowed. 

«No. Those are my Forgetfulness Drops ». 

« Forgetfulness Drops », he repeated, lifting the bottle and examin- 
ing the outside. « You are given to taking narcotics? » And, removing 
the cap, he smelled the contents. 

« Eat! » she commanded. 

But this time he ignored her. « Please tell me if you are a fiend ». 

«A fiend? » And Gwendolyn laughed, until the greens hung from 
the corners of her mouth. 

«I misapply the word perhaps? In this you find no end of comedy? ». 

« Yes ». 

« Still I pursue the question. You are a narcotics fiend? ». 

«No. You're so silly. It’s a nerve medicine that a doctor gave me. 
I call it Forgetfulness Drops because they make me feel that it’s not so 
funny ihat everyone doesn’t see life as I do ». 

He replaced the bottle and was thoughtful a moment. « Then I 
believe I should call ihem Remembrance Drops ». 

«Eat! » said Gwendolyn. 
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He ate. y 

Midst the order of the set table and the well-balanced meal 
the stiff white paper napkin on her lap, Gwendolyn's fury rose chaoti 
ally: she wanted to smash the meal on the Oriental’s head and dro 
it all away with a bottle of milk. The desire was so strong she would 
certainly have done it had she not remembered that soon a pair of eyes: 
would come to take her through the window. She broke a piece o 
johnnycake, pretending. 

«On my way here at this evening », he said, « 1 went by Marke 
Sklare and there 1 saw once more this man Sebastian Torks. He is a 
clairvolant. He was pulling together his door when I went by. I hear 
other scholars talk of him. He is said to be remarkable. You believe 
in such things? ». 

«In what? ». The words were tight and angry in her throat. 


« Clairvolance ». | 

« Eat! Why must you talk so much? ». | 

« It is one of my pleasures in living ». À 

Gwendolyn had sat unoccupied a long while before the Oriente 
pushed his plate away and told her he was done. 

« What time is it? » she asked. 

« A quarter to midnight», he said, and Gwendolyn was furious.. 
And through the ensuing silence her fury thickened like lumps in her: 
stomach; resentment grew against herself waiting and against the Oriental! 
waiting. 

« What are you waiting for? » she shrieked, and his smile was copper 
by candlelight. Whatever he replied she did not hear, for she had never 
known such fury within herself — more intense than the fury she had 
flung at death. And to contain it required all her concentration. 

Then gentleness appeared at the window: two separate coins of it, 
unrelated to anything but to each other and to Gwendolyn. 

« Come now », she said without anger and without impatience as 
if advising herself. And the Oriental followed her across the room. 

When he had almost vanished for her, he said: « Let me draw the 
curtains ». 

« No — what are you thinking of? ». 

« But I must. It is not convenient like this ». 

« No no, you idiot ». And he obeyed. 

Her eyes were always open, wandering away to the coins, the lights, 
the growing and receding glow beyond the glass. Not awake, and not 
asleep, and not in dream-awake, Gwendolyn gave herself to Sebastian 
Torks who took her much more greedily than she had thought he would. 
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VII 


So once more Gwendolyn’s schedule of sleep was altered: it became 
ess regular now and was often interrupted — parily by her own in- 
ernal pressures driving her to wake to the love of Sebastian Torks 
‚nd partly by the Oriental who sang whisperingly, tremulously, « Glen- 
lolyn, Glendolyn: you are having a nightmare », and thus plucked her 
rom her dreams. 

Every night, after the eyes had clamped in vision with her own and 
lisappeared across the lattice wall, Gwendolyn would roll away from 
‘he Oriental and pour herself thoughilessly into sleep; and she would 
rave been content, despite all interruptions, to have slept on into the 
lext evening. But each morning before he went to the university, the 
Jriental awakened her for breakfast and, because he liked to talk, the 
meal was invariably a long one. When he was gone she sometimes 
‚ontinued to eat, but more often she placed herself in the windowseat 
ind peered out at the garden of Sebastian Torks until she fell asleep 
ıgain. 

During the first days she had waked every afternoon to the rapping 
it the door. 

« Please open ». 

«But I’ve told you never to come here until after ten ». 

_ «Ah I long for you. Please open, my darling ». 

«No. O no no no... ». 

-And he had rung and rapped and pleaded until Gwendolyn’s heart 
reaked with pain and her eyes groaned with tears: but she never let 
him in. To avoid this she began going out afternoons. With the fulfill- 
ment of her love an extraordinary sadness had come over her: and so 
devouring was it that she lost the need for Forgetfulness Drops. It had 
begun suddenly and specifically — at first keyed only toward the Oriental 
when he woke her in the night and in the morning or with his pleadings 
in the late afternoon. But eventually the sadness grew outward so that 
often as she walked about the streets of Afton she would sigh and weep, 
moved by nothing more than the sight of a short man, a child in a 
window, a pair of lovers in a doorway, or only the thought of the 
Driental perhaps waiting at her house, or the memory of death which 
she came to personify — purpleskinned and not so horrible as pitifully 
thin — seated miserably upon her aching bulge of senile heart. What 
lid not sadden her was Sebastian Torks and she would see him almost 
every afternoon, for no matter where she walked, all the streets of Afton 
ultimately led her to Market Square. 

Seldom did she enter the caravan or speak to him; usually she stood 
away watching the lamplit window until his face appeared in it. And 
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even when Gwendolyn did break through the iced evening winds tha 
screamed across the square and approached the quiet of the carav 
Sebastian Torks treated her indifferently. Satisfied by his love at nigkl 
she could accept with amusement his distant conversation in the after 
noons; besides, there was a perverse correctness in it: as he had sadde 
her when she found life comically barren, now that she found the barr 
ness sad, Sebastian Torks amused her. 

«How are you? » he might ask, and then invite her in to hav 
her fortune told. 

«No», she always said. « You are my darling, aren’t you? ». 

« The nights are cold now », he once remarked blankly, and wher 
Gwendolyn smiled, he added, « So when I close up at ten I go righ 
to bed ». 

«Your eyes are beautiful at midnight. Why is the world so sad 
Sebastian Torks? They don’t see, do they? I knew they didn’t but 1 
thought it was funny and crazy, so wild. Now I think it’s awfully sad 1 
Why? Maybe love is like Forgetfulness Drops», she said the same: 
night to the Oriental. q 

« That is perhaps why one should call them Remembrance Drops? »i 

Except for a repetition of her first nights fury on the two or 
three following evenings, Gwendolyn was usually tender with the Orient+ 
al; just as catastrophe, some weeks before, had caused her to identify 
with those round her, now melancholy made the contact, and this she 
found doubly painful, for, considering her vision of life, dejectiom 
was unreal and pointless. Yet she was moved to acts of kindness. 
Seated at dinner she would listen quietly while the Oriental talked, 
rarely insisting that he eat, and even then it was generally when shes 
felt the tears ripping up from her chest and throat. Sometimes she: 
would wcep silently through the entire meal, responding to his comfort 
with louder sobs («O I’m so sorry for you», she might sigh) and not 
ebbing back to normalcy until the two pale lights flickered in at her 
through the window: and then she would return to passion and the 


q 


yeilding-up. 

It was almost three weeks before the Oriental asked her why she 
cried. 

«I don’t know », she said. 

«It is because you are unused to loving fully? Or because you 
believe you shall soon die? ». 

« No — I don’t think so ». She hesitated. « You said that so peculiar- 
ly. Don’t you believe I’m going to die? I think in your heart you 
don’t believe it ». 

He delayed an answer by filling his mouth with meat; but after 
he had swallowed he said suddenly: «In my heart, dear Glendolyn, 
1 believe only that you shall soon be lying in my arms ». 
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That night there was an instant when melancholy made her passion 
reak, when her eyelids walled away the eyes of Sebastian Torks and 
ropped her momentarily into a dceper sadness. 

After that she began, more often than not, to sleep dreamlessly, 
nd when the dreams did come they charged her not with terror but 
'ompassion: and waking she was not deluded by the fantastics of candle- 
ight. Usually, in what she once called dream-awake, she remained 
otionless, but occasionally she would notice the Oriental and push 
ıer body close to his and kiss him softly on the eyes or mouth. And 
he might think of death, but as an epigram: a truth sharp, exact, 
ind unimportant — and in the end extremely sad. She imagined her- 
elf dead and sometimes rehearsed the role: eyes lightly closed, arms 
:rossed upon her chest, lips halfparted as before a kiss. Once, at this 
game, she had the sudden thrill of being still alive, and she pursued 
he thrill, trying to repeat it. 

The Oriental awoke and saw her twitching. 

« Glendolyn, Glendolyn », he sang. « You are having a nightmare ». 
| «No, Pm awake ». But her eyes remained closed. 

| «Why do you shake so? You fear something? ». 

' «No: I felt I was alive. It was funny ». She opened her eyes and 
sat up. «Once you told me I didn’t contribute to life. What did you 
mean? What is a contribution? ». 

«| «Anything: a feeling to yourself, to others. But that was long 
ago; you do contribute now. Each time we make love you contri — ». 

«Don't tell me! I don’t want to know anything more as long as 
[ live ». 

«You are but a child, but a sweet child». And his arms went 
round her « Ah how you are beautiful! ». 

«No, please — you mustn’t ». 

And she fell asleep with her face upon his chest, and her long 
onde hair, rippling by candlelight, ran like a river from his belly 
o his neck. 

She awoke sick at dawn, the memory of their conversation mov- 
ng with nausea up from her stomach. Lifting herself from the bed 
he started dizzily across the room, and each throbbing spasm she 
ffered as a contribution to life. 


VII 


Almost every morning after that Gwendolyn spun, awake and ill, 
o gulp air wildly at her door. Nausea pumped like her heart in the 
old dreary dawns, and invariably some early laborer passing by would 
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stop to offer help. No no, she would shake her head, urging him t 
leave her. Sometimes she would bend at once over the side of th 
stoop and vomit herself to relief; but more often she would have + 
wait, bloated and retching, until the sensation receded. Then she would 
return to bed and sleep until the Oriental woke her for breakfast: 
She never told him of her spells; in fact she did not think about them 
once they were over, and even in their midst she regarded the 
stoically as a symptom of her coming death; and in a way the coming 
of death pleased her, for as she had told the Oriental she wanted 
to know nothing more as long as she lived, and knowledge threatene 
her: it wavered round passion and deepened melancholy. So she kep 
her thoughts vague and liquid, submitted herself to feeling, and shut 
away her mind when understanding menaced it. But in spite of herself 
knowledge was thrust upon her on the coldest day of the year. 

That morning, after the Oriental had left for the university, Gwen- 
dolyn dressed in her heaviest woolen suit and folded herself into thee 
windowseat. Often now she dressed early in ihe day because the houses 
was an old one and the large window in her room was warped enough 
to allow blades of wind through the jambs. This day in particular was 
cold: a frozen purple sky bulged overhead, and below, the garden: 
was thin with chill — the trees, the bushes, the lattice fence, all were: 
pinched and pale. In one corner of the window, on the outside, Gwen-- 
dolyn saw a sheet of lined paper tucked into the jamb. Pulling the: 
window open rapidly she caught the slip before the wind could suck: 
it away. Inside was the square neat handprinting she had seen once: 


before: 
Business is very bad. It’s six weeks now since I came: 
to Afton and it’s too small a town to stay in so long.. 
People have lost interest. Business is bad. I think 
Ill have to leave if nothing happens. 


A S. 


P.S. The other night I couldn’t sleep all night thinking 
how bad business was and I walked around in the 
streets. In the morning I passed your house in the 
front and saw you sick as a dog on the steps. But 
you seemed OK the next time I saw you. 


S. 


When she had finished reading, the note remained in her mind 
like the skeletal cube she used to draw as a child, a cube that had 
mystified and enchanted her, for with successive blinks she could see 
into it from many different sides, and when it scemed she had exhausted 
all the possibilities, she felt there still must be one more. So it was 
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vith the note: a scattering of words that inspired les then joy, then 
ear, then sadness, then indifference, then on and on — and then 
as silent but potential like purple-skinned death sitting on her heart. 
As automatic as blinking the note continued to bob in her mind showing 
me skeletal side after the other. By way of avoidance, she threw a 
Nintercoat over her shoulders, wound a kerchief round her neck and, 
ıs she left the house, stuffed a great deal of money in her pockeis. 

It was a long while before she came to Market Square for, despite 
the frantic lashing cold, she spent all the late morning and most of 
the afternoon wandering along the outskirts of Afton. Sometimes when 
her thoughts, vague and liquid, threatened to solidify with cold and 
attle noisily within her skull she stopped a stranger on the street to 
sk a pointless question: the location of a shop, the time, the way 
to an avenue she knew did not exist — and she carried the conversation 
n as long as possible, as long as the stranger could bear the paralyzing 
frost. Once, Gwendolyn herself became aware of the wind and with 
suddenness picked out ihe nearest diner and entered. There, with an 
otherwise unoccupied waitress, she discussed food and movie stars for 
thirty minutes. 

Afterwards she went to Market Square. The kerosene lamp was 
already lit and the air in the caravan fluttered with soot. As she enter- 
ed, the chintz curtain shook and Sebastian Torks appeared to her. 

«How are you? » he asked. 

«I don’t know. I found your note this morning ». 

«My note? I didn’t — ». 

The words have been ringing in my head; they make me dizzy. 
Six weeks, you said. That you would leave... and saw me sick ». 

He sank behind the table and took the tarot in his hands. « I didn’t 
say anything. Do you want me to read — ». 

«O please, Sebastian Torks, talk to me. I think you mustn’t go. 
I do love you. Tell me something. Please tell me something ». 

« What do you want to know? » he asked, eyes set upon the pack 
of cards. « Everything’s in here — anything you want to know ». 

«No, it isn’t there. Because I don’t even know ». She paused. 
«I’ve brought you a lot of money ». 

« Money... » he began, then hesitated, but at last went on: « Money? 
What for? ». 

«You said you needed it ». 

«I didn’t say that. I didn’t say anything. I don’t want money. 
If you want your cards read, all right; otherwise leave me alone ». 

«Don't be frightened », she said softly, smiling, amused at his 
fear. «Its so silly, all this pretending. You mustn’t be frightened. 
It’s me». And she laughed. «It’s me: Glendolyn. You've such strange 


eyes ». 
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«Why do you come here all the time if you don’t want y 
fortune told? I can’t waste my time like this. I can’t! ». And he replace 
the pack upon the yellow oil-cloth, stood up, and went behind tit 
curtain. From the concealed part of the caravan the familiar sound 
creaked, and, listening to them, Gwendolyn seated herself a mom 
on the cracked leather bench. When she rose, she took all the mone 
from her pockets and put it on the table in the center of the room. 

«I’ve left the money here », she said, but he did not reply. 

Outside the caravan she hesitated. At the corner of the squar 
a man was motioning to her but she was not aware of him; she wa 
aware of nothing but the weather for, although the wind had let up; 
the darkening air had got stiff with cold. Frost patterns, brittle a 
glass, hung webbed in space and thickened every instant so that Gwen 
dolyn half-expected a suffocating jungle of ice to lower about her. 

«I have seen you enter », said the Oriental when he reached her 
«This is perhaps where you spend your afternoons? » 

« No — only once in a while. Have you been waiting here in this 
cold? ». 

«It is much better now. The wind is gone away, but the frost 
is most unusually thick. We shall go home at once ». He paused. « Your 
friend is seeing us from his window. Do you care for him, Glen- 
dolyn? ». | 

« Yes ». 

«More than for me? It should be a terrible unhappiness ». 

«I care for him differently. He's not like you ». 

« He is perhaps more beautiful than I? » he asked, pushing a wing 
of black hair back from his forehead. «I shall grow a beard and you 
will love me better ». 

«Let's go home », she said and took his arm. 

Heads bent with cold they crossed the icy streets quickly, silently, 
and when they were nearing her house, although she did not want 
to speak, she said, «Do you realize it’s six weeks that we've been 
together? ». 

« Yes, I have been thinking about that ». His tone was uncertain. 
« And there is something more ». 

« Nothing more », murmured Gwendolyn with fright. But he did 
not continue for they were entering the house, shaking the frost from 
themselves. When they had thrown their coats into a corner and stamped 
warmth back into their limbs the Oriental spoke: 

«And we have made love every night. That is not odd? ». 

«I don’t think so. Don’t talk now. Please don’t talk ». She put 
a knuckle to her teeth as if to silence him. 

« You have perhaps done this before? ». 
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«I suppose so. How can I remember? ». 

«Ah my dear Glendolyn, do you not see? ». 

«Do I not see? » she said automatically and shook her head. 

«You are perhaps with child ». 

Blazing and brilliant the overhead light smashed colors in her 
es, swirling them into her blood until her body flowed with them; 
ubes of color formed revealing endlessly another side; her heart sprang 
rith cubes and colors, her mind collapsed with light. She half-groaned, 
alf-sighed. 

« You are too happily », he said, taking her face in his hands. 

«Too happily? A baby? That isn’t possible. I’ll die before it’s 
ver born. How can my heart support a baby? ». 

«It shall. You shall bring the child. It is mine, I believe ». 
Yours? ». 

i «It is not Eh-dee’s? ». 

| The flaring receded and Gwendolyn sat considering. « No. It couldn't 
ve Eddie's ». 

_ «Then it is mine. Unless — you must tell me of Sebastian Torks ». 
i «Yes, Sebastian Torks... ». Her eyes moved to the window, laced 
vith frost ,and beyond it to the absolute flatness of the night. Through 
hat window, through that night, his eyes had come to her, his eyes 
rad mixed with hers to form a vision of purity. Had that vision taken 
‘oot? Was their vacant prophecy sucking now in her body at her blood? 


«It might be nothing at all», she said. «It might be — ». 
« You are always prompt? ». 

_ Gwendolyn nodded. « Yes — always ». 

| «So then: have you lain with Sebastian Torks? ». He held her 
lose to him, his fingers sweeping down her cheek. « Do not fear to 
ell me. I should be angry but I should also recover ». 

«I don’t know if I have. O I don’t know. Don’t you know? You 
were always here ». Then, as suddenly as she had met Sebastian Torks, 
is suddenly as she had loved him, she knew that if she bore a child 
t was not his. The prophecies he saw, the visions she had seen alone 
md with him, the purity and barrenness of their sight were beyond 
sonception: this was an act of smallness and of life. « Yes», she told 
he Oriental. « It could only be your child ». 

After they had sat a while in silence he left the day-bed and 
picked his coat out of the corner. «I shall go buy things to eat», 
1e said. 

When he was gone, Gwendolyn lifted herself slowly and, with 
he sadness of her love and of her life, undressed and slid her arms 
into the yellow kimono. Some air, she thought; how I'd love some air. 
30 for the first time in more than two months, she opened the door 
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that led upon the back stairs and followed them out into the garder 

There, the world was ghosted with frost. Branches of white h 
thick upon everything, cracking under her feet, standing stiff abow 
her head, starring an otherwise dark night. She walked among the gla 
bushes and approached the lattice fence — no longer latticed but soli. 
with ice — and touching it her fingers burnt with frost. And beneat: 
this frost, beneath her freezing body, like a point of focus was tht 
child: a child which, if it were born, would be born without sigh 
would be born into blindness and unreasonable melancholy, rippe: 
from a mother almost dead, yet living, to walk among these smal 
nesses, these crystal beauties of the ghosted night. Yes, it was thi 
Oriental’s child, and it was Gwendolyn’s, for she, in spite of every 
thing she saw, was bound to the petty and the warm and the sad and 
the beautiful. | 

And she stood crying in the frost, her hands circling round hee 
belly, and because she was cold, she walked back from the gardenr 
up the stairs into the room. But before sitting down to wait for the 
Oriental she did two things quickly and with little emotion. She pur 
some money into an envelope and slid it out under the window; ane 
then, almost as an afterthought, she drew the curtains together ano 
closed away the glass. | 


IX 


At dawn the next day Sebastian Torks rose through the grey ais 
and mounted the lip of his caravan. Tugging at the reins, he drove his 
pale horses out of Market Square in the northern direction toward 
route 71. The lines of houses he left behind were all dark, but now 
and then a sudden light would force him to turn his head but with 
little interest. Above, the loaded trees scraped ice across the roof of 
his caravan. 

At the rim of Afton he reached into his trouser pocket and found 
that he had come to his last caramel, so he pulled his horses off to 
a large road on the right where he hoped to find a shop already open. 
Two corners away he saw the cross of a pharmacy and, bringing the 
caravan to a stop, he jumped down and hurried to the store. It was just 
opening. 

«Do you have caramels? » he said, startling the small thin man 
who was shutting off the burglar alarm. 

« Yes, sir ». 


«Id like a pound of them, please ». 
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| As he weighed out the caramels the man said: «Some frost it’s 
been, ain’t it? ». 
| « Certainly has». 
1 «Well, there we are, but it sure is early in the day for caramels. 
i hat’s sixty-seven cents ». 
ì Sebastian Torks found a bill in his pocket. 
h «Hey, now», said the man. « You better give me something smaller 
than that. I ain't the boss here: he won't come in till eight. I just 
lzot small cash ». 
«I’m sorry. I only have large bills ». 
« Well, I guess fortune-telling must be a better game than I thought. 
D I recognized you right off. You got your buggy over in Market 
Square ». 
« That’s right ». 
The clerk thought a moment. «I tell you what. When the kid 
makes his deliveries in the afternoon, P'1l make him stop by the Square 
and pick up the sixty-seven cents. That suit you? ». 
; «Yes», said Sebastian Torks. 
| «All right, then. Good morning to you ». And he added with a 
little laugh, « Maybe I’ll come around one day and make you read my 
palm ». 

Upon the caravan, Sebastian Torks unwrapped a caramel and flicked 
his geldings to a start, veering them back toward the north. 
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PICASSO 
I 
Nel tremito d’oro, domenicale 


di Valle Giulia, la nazione è calda, 
silenziosa: la sua innocenza vale 


la sua impurezza. Sembra arda 
di popolare gioia, ed è una noia 
irreligiosa che solare si sparge 


sui floreali gessi e i gran ventagli 
degli scalini. Ah, non è questo 
che l’atto in cui si sbriciola un'Italia 


istituita, un anonimo ed ‘onesto 
atto di civiltà... C'è chi lo compie 
tra le aiuole infuocate e il fresco 


buio che le solca dei prorompenti 
pini di Villa Borghese, chi 
n’è riverberato nelle pompe 


festive di Piazza di Spagna e si 
confonde in un brusio che trasale 


intorno monotono e stupendo: quì 
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è più acceso il senso di un’Italia © E 
abbandonata in una sua parvenza NE 
di pace, in una morte dolce come l’aria, er, 


dove la classe più alta regni immota. 


hi II 


E per la scalea l’anonimo, anima 
immemore in un corpo immiserito 
da secoli di comunali, romani 


doveri in cui s’oscura, è già mitico 
EN in questa domenica dorata h 
Pa | che lo vede chiaro nel chiaro vestito. 


Come d’improvviso appare ornata 
la sua vita di mite passione, 
È e la sua mente (dominata 


dentro il cuore dell’Istituzione | 
| da una dignità dura e servile) 
come pare arda, immune testimone, 


d’umile desiderio di capire... 


II 


La prima tela dalla scorza intensa 
e ròsa, in un gemmante arabesco 
quasi artigiano, dipinta con terra 


e nascosto fuoco: ancora fresco 
lo spirito d’un antico anteguerra 
vi mescola scandalo e festa, 
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l’abnorme del pensiero e il puro della 
tecnica, e ardente e affumicata 
la superficie i suoi toni disserra, 


molli corolle su zolla disseccata. 
Pavese della Francia più alta, 
quando il vespro pareva un’infuocata 


aurora, e la disperazione parca 
pena del creare, e il frantumarsi 
del secolo un suo disegno araldico. 


IV 


Ma già gli spumeggianti e crudi figli 
in nuvole di biancore, in acciarini 
contorni, con purezza di gigli 


e carnalità di cuccioli ferini, 
delineano pur nel lume di un’idea 
degna di Velasquez, pur nelle trine, 


Peccesso di espressione che li crea. 


“ 


V 


L’espressione, che sul pelo affiora 
del quadro, come da covi viscerali, 
infetta di bruciante disamore, 


e ne squassa la squama di tonali 
dolcezze, che, se resiste, ed anzi 


irrigidisce, è per materiali, 
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inebbrianti cagli: ma tra i balzi 
graffianti del pennello, tra la zona 
di quasi prativa luce, gli sfarzi 


dei disaccordi, ecco l’Espressione: 
che s’incolla alla cornea e al cuore, 
irrichiesta, pura, cieca passione, 


cieca manualità, impudico gonfiore 
dei sensi, e, dei sensi, tersa gioia. 
A nient’altro che a questo ateo furore 


poteva, nella cadente Francia, Goya 
cedere la sua violenza. Qui, a esprimersi, 


sono puro cervello e pura foia. 


VI 


Dentro l’ordinata processione, 
orda del sentire e del fare, 
non del credere, paesaggi, persone 


son scheletri in cui corporeo appare 
il loro perduto essere oggetti: 
esprimerli è esprimere il male. 


La civetta patrizia con sul petto 
un avido verde o un viola che altro 
senso non ha che infiammare se stesso, 


o nell’occhio uno sgorbio, folle e scaltro, 
a tradire; i fiori che s’incarnano 
a un feto o una seggiola e uno smalto 
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di toni che li incera nel composto 
ingranaggio; le spiagge dove gongola 
la gioia di un cadaverico agosto, 


in cui l’inventare ha una mongola, 
monumentale libertà che nulla costa, 
una brutale libertà che il mondo 


trasfigura per l’ignota forza 
che ha il vizio, che ha la voluttà 
dell’esibirsi: tutto sforza 


ad una calma furia di limpidità. 


VII 


Quanta gioia in questa furia di capire! 
In questo esprimersi puro che rende 
alla luce, come materia empirea, 


la nostra confusione, che distende 
in caste superfici i nostri affetti 
offuscati! La chiarezza che ne accende 


le forme interne, li fa nuovi oggetti, 
veri oggetti, né conta, anzi è coraggio, 
benché delirante, che si rifletta 


in essi l’onta dell’uomo che appannaggio 
fa dell’ Uomo, l’onta dell’uomo più 
recente, questo, questo che con saggio 


calore guarda evidenziata salire su 
in queste atroci lastre la figura 
di se stesso, la sua colpa, la sua 
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storia. Vede ridotti alla furia oscura 
del sesso le esaltanti repressioni 
della Chiesa, e dispogliata in pura 


chiarezza d’arte la chiara ragione 
liberale; vede celebrata 
in riverberanti figurazioni 


la decadenza della snervata 
borghesia ancora avida nel miope 
rimpianto e nel cinismo... 


Ma che lietezza profonda e quieta 
nel capire anche il male; che infinita 
esultanza, che vereconda festa 


nell’accorata sete di chiarezza, 
nell’intelligenza, che compiuta attesta 
la nostra storia nella nostra impurezza. 


VINI 


Poi ecco, colmo, l’errore di Picasso: 
espanso sopra grandi superfici 
che ne spalancano in pareti la bassa, 


fittile idea, il puro capriccio, 
arioso, di gigantesca e grassa 
espressività. Egli — tra i nemici 


della classe che specchia — il più crudele, 
fin che restava dentro il tempo d’essa, 
nemico per furore e per babelica 
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anarchia, carie necessaria — esce 
tra il popolo e dà in un tempo inesistente, 
finto coi mezzi della vecchia stessa 


sua fantasia. Ah, non è nel sentimento 
del popolo questa sua furente Pace, 
quest’idillio di bianchi uranghi. Assente 


è da qui il popolo: il cui brusio tace 
in queste tele, in queste sale, quanto 
fuori esplode felice per le placide 


strade festive, in un comune canto 
ch’empie rioni e cieli, borghi e valli, 
lungo l’Italia, fino all’ Alpi, spanto, 


vergine, per falciati declivi e gialli 
frumenti, nei paesi della smarrita 
Europa, a ripetere fresco i balli 


e i cori antichi, freschi in quest’antica 
aria domenicale. Ed è, l’errore, 
in questa assenza. La via d’uscita 


verso l’eterno non è in quest’amore 
voluto e prematuro. Nel restare 
dentro l’inferno con marmorea 


volontà di capirlo, è da cercare 
la salvezza. Se una società 
è designata a perdersi è fatale 


ch’essa si perda: una persona mai. 
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IX 


Sfortunati decenni... così vivi 
da non poter essere vissuti, 
se non con un’ansia che li privi 


d’ogni quieta conoscenza, con l’inutile 
dolore di assisterne la perdita 
nella troppa prossimità... Muti 


decenni, di un secolo ancor verde 
e bruciato dalla rabbia dell’azione 


non trascinante ad altro che a disperdere 


nel suo fuoco ogni luce di Passione. 
Le ultime stanze gremisce la pura 
paura espressa in cristalline zone 


d’infantile e senile cinismo: scura 
e abbagliata l’Europa vi proietta 
i suoi interni paesaggi. È matura, 


qui, se più trasparente vi si specchia, 
la luce della tempesta; i carnami 
di Buchenwald, la periferia infetta 


delle città sconvolte, i cupi camions 
delle caserme dei fascismi, i bianchi 
terrazzi delle coste, nelle mani 


di questo zingaro, si fanno infamanti 
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nostri anni può la vergogna 
; esprimere il pudore, tramandare. 
| Vangoscia l’allegrezza: che bisogna 


| essere folli per essere chiari. 
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I 


Del conte Scarandogi poco di buono si può dire. Fra for- 
e il più odiato di tutti i possidenti della Toscana. Mori, 
la quell’avaraccio che era, nella soffitta della sua enorme 
illa del Guntalmatico a Terra Betinga Stazione, pieno di 
udiciume, circondato di roba vecchia che non serviva più 
. nessuno, sedie rotte, vestiti smessi, cappelli di ottant’anni 
a, fotografie muffite, giornali riviste d’ogni paese e lingua, 
: sessanta paia di scarpe sfondate tutte in fila lungo i mu- 
i. E lasciò un’eredità che fino ad oggi non si sa di quanti 
nilioni fosse. 


Aveva settantasette anni (« ma che giovane » dicevano 
utti) e ne dimostrava ottanta. La sua morte improvvisa fu 
in colpo terribile per la moglie e i figli che da anni l’aspet- 
avano con impazienza. I contadini di tutta la regione (Al- 
xiano, Terra Betinga, Carbolinga, Guntalmatico, Baroncia- 
ico, San Michele) lo chiamavano il Piglia, perché era la 
osa che gli riusciva meglio: prendere e nascondere in modo 
he nessuno riuscisse a sapere quante ricchezze aveva lui e 
love le teneva. In pochi anni, da quando gli prese quella 
trana mania, aveva derubato tutti: i morti, i vivi, i nasci- 
uri, gli antenati, i posteri, i fratelli, le sorelle, le persone di 
ervizio, gli estranei, e persino il fattore. Anzi questo fatto 
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lo fece diventare celebre negli ambienti agrari non solo di 
Toscana ma di tutta l’Italia. I suoi ammiratori però non sa 
pevano un’altra cosa: che lo Scarandogi era l’unica perso 
in tutto il mondo (un momento: il mondo di un mendicant: 
di campagna) che fosse riuscito a levare al Risaliti, il famo 
so mendicante di Albiano che dormiva sotto i ponti, quelli 
poche immondizie che costituivano il suo patrimonio perse 
nale. Il Risaliti, che non aveva paura di nessuno perché nox 
aveva niente da perdere, impard un po’ tardi nella vita | 
star lontano dallo Scarandogi. Di giorno il Risaliti andavs 
accattonando e aveva due o tre itinerari fissi. Ma se per cass 
vedeva di lontano sulla strada il cappellone nero, la mazzi 
e le mosse del vecchiaccio, era capace di saltare in un fosss 
per non farsi vedere, e di cambiare poi tutto l’itinerario dell! 
giornata. E si capisce, perché, se il Risaliti era un povers 
‘mendicante e chiunque gli avrebbe potuto rifiutare un soldo: 
lo Scarandogi era un ricco signore, di quelli che non chie 
dono l’elemosina perché sarebbe al di sotto della loro dignitài 
ma esigono l’immediata e completa restituzione di tutto cid 
che per tradizione, definizione, usucapione, diritto divina 
naturale, e altre birbonate, è roba loro. 

« Mio », diceva lo Scarandogi, e quando aveva detto mia 
che parlasse della pioggia o di un podere, non c’era altre 
da aggiungere. Alle volte aggiungeva tutto arrabbiato: « Nox 
c'è Cristi». E in questo aveva ragione perché nel caso sus 
non ce n’era davvero. Una volta trovò il Risaliti per la stra: 
da e gli fece: «Chi tha dato codesto cappello? ». Dice ii 
Risaliti: « L’Artemisia ». (Che era la cuoca dello Scarandogi)! 
« Mio ». « Ma è un cappello vecchio ». « Non hai bisogno di 
dirlo a me, lo so che è vecchio. Di cappelli così buoni nox 
ne fanno più ai giorni nostri, Lo comprai in Inghilterra ne 
mille e ottocento... (qui ci metteva una bestemmia per cu 
poi lo chiamavano Spaccamillesimo) ottantanove. Dammelo 
che lo guardo ». Lo guardò ben bene controluce e disse 
« Buchi non ce n’è. Un po’ sudicio, ma ancora buono. Quan 
do sarà da mendicanti lo avrai tu, parola mia, ma ora no » 
« Sia buono Sonniccolò », disse il Risaliti, «non ho mai avu 
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> un cappello come questo. Prima che l’abbia finito di por- 
re lei, son morto ». « Ma che discorsi », fece lo Scarandogi, 
iome se parlasse ad uno che aveva gran cose da attendere 
alla vita, « la speranza, caro mio, allunga la vita. Continua 
| sperare e vedrai che ci arrivi ». Si tenne il cappello e an- 
lò a fare una scenata all’Artemisia perché non aveva il di- 
itto di regalare la roba di casa. Il cappello del Risaliti fu 
ascosto in qualche parte con le altre ricchezze dello Scaran- 
logi. E la stessa cosa avvenne alla famosa corda del Risaliti, 
ina corda lunghissima che lui portava sempre intorno a un 
raccio. « Questa dev'essere roba mia» disse un giorno lo 
scarandogi, e così gli levò la corda ed anche un nastro di 
eta verde che gli spuntava dalla tasca dei pantaloni. « Per 
me, questo tu l’hai rubato in casa mia. Non mi venire a rac- 
tontare che i tuoi antenati avevano di questa roba. Mio ». E 
quel nastro fu poi ritrovato dagli eredi dello Scarandogi in 
ina vecchia scatola di sigari insieme con gli smeraldi della 
marchesa Tempi ed altre cose tolte ad altri parenti. 

i Ma la ragione per cui lo Scarandogi raccattava spaghi e 
arte e pezzetti di ferro e carte vecchie e derubava i men- 
licanti va capita: ognuna di quelle cose aveva un valore suo 
> individuale che, nel vuoto della campagna, nell'invidia dei 
‘ontadini, nel mondo, aveva esistenza, mentre il denaro era 
liventato una cosa così pensata, così finta, dacché non c’era- 
10 più i bei napoleoni d’oro, che lui, senza dimenticare il de- 
naro, si ricordava anche di quelle altre ricchezze. Lui lì, nel- 
a sua soffitta, aveva i sogni del Risaliti e affermava il suo do- 
minio anche in quelle spiagge fra miseria e ricchezza dove i 
poveri mandano al diavolo i ricchi e si arrangiano fra loro. 
Vaturalmente gli escrementi dei cavalli o delle mucche li la- 
ciava raccattare ai contadini e non diceva nulla. Lì vinceva- 
10 loro. Ma Niccolò non era stupido: imparava da tutti, ed 
vendo capito con l’aiuto di gente semplice come per esem- 
io il Risaliti, quanto valore intrinseco fosse ancora nascosto 
n un pezzo di corda, in un cappello vecchio, in un nastrino 
verde, lui si assicurava quegli oggetti e ne godeva doppiamen- 
e: per il fatto di averli e per il fatto più importante (tipi- 
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co della mentalità dei ricchi) di non averne bisogno. In a: 
tri termini, pur essendo il più ricco dei signori, era anche :| 
più ricco degli accattoni. L’avarizia di Alberto Tempi pe 
esempio, non lo interessava per niente: tutta avarizia di cit 
tà, di banca, niente di vero, di naturale, di religioso. Gi 
faceva fatica a Niccolò di esser ricco in Argentina, in Brass 
le, in Inghilterra, in Francia, in carte dette titoli, come fos: 
sero nobili, in tramvie argentine, acque correnti del Brasile: 
‘carbone inglese. Perché in fondo c’è un limite alla ricchezza: 
come alla tastiera del pianoforte: arrivi in cima con la mandi 
e li la musica finisce, quindi si ricomincia dalle note pii 
basse. Così faceva lui: ricominciava da capo raccogliendo: 
nel mezzo del suo, quel che la morte, il tempo, e i poveri 
gli portavano via. Y 

Vederlo li, con una scarpa vecchia in mano, per esem: 
pio. Lui e la morte del cuoio, in lotta aperta. «O quest 
pezzetto di cuoio qui? » diceva. « Per esempio questo. Tut! 
ta questa tomaia? Bona, no? Io mi domando: o che si deb: 
ba buttar via del cuoio fresco come questo? Non me ne se 
capacitare. I contadini una scarpa così, la saprebbero usare: 
Lasciala a loro, e vedrai se non l’usano, la rimettono a nuove 
che par nuova. Niente. Questa qui non si tocca ». 

In quanto alle ricchezze di casa: i quadri, i sopramme: 
bili, i candelabri, i manoscritti antichi, le armature, le me: 
daglie; lui avrebbe venduto volentieri ogni cosa, ma come: 
per non farsi ingannare e non far contento nessuno? Come‘ 
Questo era il grande problema. L’idea che, dopo fatta l: 
vendita, l’acquirente potesse andarsene contento, gli ricorda 
va la prudenza. « Andiamoci piano, andiamoci », diceva: 
« Finché non c’è modo di sapere che si è fatto un buon af 
fare, è meglio non dar soddisfazioni inutili a nessuno ». 

Quindi venderle no, ma goderne nemmeno, e conservar 
le meno ancora. Quelle eran cose da dimenticare, Il figlio 
Piero gli diceva: « Guarda, ti prometto che non sciupo nul 
la. Vado su in biblioteca, leggo i libri, li tengo bene, anzi 
li spolvero, li metto in ordine, faccio un catalogo delle me 
daglie, metto i quadri all’asciutto (c’è quel Piero di Cosi 
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o } che si rovina, ci piove sopra), me le dai queste chiavi? » 
No. lo non voglio sapere di cataloghi e di Pieri di Cosimo 
come si chiamava quello e quell’altro. Non me ne importa 
alla. Son mie anche così quelle cose. Non l’ho da richia- 
‘are come fossero cani ». 

_ E con le chiavi in tasca (la tasca della giacca: quella dei 
antaloni era sfondata) andava alla stazione, e siccome ave- 
| un grosso strappo nei pantaloni, che anche quello non si 
sveva accomodare perché se no la cameriera avrebbe cer- 
mente buttato via quei pantaloni, se lo teneva chiuso con 
; mano sinistra, ma non sempre. E alla stazione ferroviaria 
| stava tutto il giorno. Sempre lì, in quel piccolo ufficio, 
a quei registri, quei campanelli e quei tre poveri impiegati 
istiti meglio di lui perché loro non si potevano permettere 
i andare in giro sporchi, e lui lì imparava il telegrafo, sor- 
deva un pochino, prendeva ordini, guardava di dietro alle 
salle del capostazione i contadini che compravano i bigliet- 
, sapeva tutti i fatti loro, ne discuteva, li maltrattava, eser- 
tava gli ultimi privilegi della sua vecchia nobiltà. Infatti, 
| per caso veniva giù la moglie del capostazione, lui non la 
lutava : rispondeva al saluto di lei levandosi presto il cap- 
allo e rimettendoselo subito, e guardando il soffitto, per 
etter bene in chiaro che lui non salutava lei, salutava le 
tone regole che un signore deve sempre ricordare. Poi gio- 
iva a scopone con gli impiegati e coi cocchieri, ci guadagna- 
1, divertendosi un mondo perché lui era ricco e loro no, e 
ro, poveretti, gli raccontavano tutte le loro miserie, non per 
riedergli soldi, ma per lo strano piacere di confidarsi con 
a ricco: che almeno sapesse. La mattina alle sette, lui pun- 
lalissimo, arrivava alla stazione per ingombrare la latrina, 
poi lasciare il posto a quei disgraziati che andavano in cit- 
| per il loro lavoro, proprio all’ultimo minuto, mentre il 
eno era già lì e stava per ripartire. E come ci si divertiva 
i, a vederli soffrire, specialmente Lisimaco, il direttore del- 
Banca di S. Pronto (San Pronto Scarandogi, tanto per non 
vagliare), che aveva un impiego in città, e una debolezza cro- 
ca dell’intestino. Alle volte, così, per nessuna ragione, lo 
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Scarandogi lo lasciava passare, lo trattava persino da amice 
e altre volte invece non rispondeva al suo saluto, anzi, sit 
va li sulla porta, e se Lisimaco si avvicinava, lui lo insultav? 
facendo finta di non conoscerlo. E così trattava tutti, che pe 
questa ragione lo rispettavano moltissimo e si vantavano ‘ 
conoscerlo. | 

«Lo Scarandogi? » diceva il Rospigliosi, maniscalco « 
Terra Betinga Stazione, « il Sonniccolò? Eh, ha voglia: ] 
conosco benissimo. Siamo vicini ». | 

Ragionando a questa maniera anche il Risaliti sotto 
ponti era vicino suo; e anche la Provincia di Bologna, 
quella di Firenze, e i pigionali lungo la strada provinciali 
gente disgraziatissima, poveri da città in mezzo alla campa 
gna, gente che se vuol frutta deve andare in paese a comprai 
sela, e compra quella marcia che costa cara, mentre dall 
finestre di casa vede sugli alberi quella bella dei contadia 
che resta li a marcire, tutti vicini dello Scarandogi; i pigla 
nali piú degli altri addossati con tre mura di fango a que- 
l’unico muro di sasso (Proprietà Scarandogi) contro il qual! 
si era anche appoggiato a caro prezzo il Rospigliosi con 1 
sua casa e la bottega. | 

Per una buona parte dell’orizzonte: tre gobbe di mont: 
gna che parevano dromedari senza testa, e per altre collim 
minori con tanti alberi neri come peli di spazzola, lo Sez 
randogi confinava col Padreterno. Ma persino dietro a quell 
montagne si poteva vedere, nelle giornate veramente chiare 
dalla gobba più alta, e con un forte canocchiale, una mor 
tagna calva, con un unico albero, sotto il quale si incontra 
vano e si salutavano lo Scarandogi ed il Marchese Albert 
Tempi in due cartelli inchiodati a due pali ed inclinati l’um 
verso l’altro, con le due scritte: « Bandita Tempi » e « Ban 
dita Scarandogi ». 

Ma in realtà gli Scarandogi, sia lui che la moglie, noc 
erano solamente i vicini dei poveri o dei ricchi: erano pi 
che altro i vicini dell’erba che gli cresceva fin dentro cass 
sugli scalini rotti, sui cornicioni delle finestre, sui davanzall 


nelle grondaie, erano i vicini delle cose più belle del monde 
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ion le quali non avevano nessun contatto. La notte e il gior- 
o, la luna e il sole facevano cortesissime visite e continui 
egali ai Conti Scarandogi; venivano a portarglieli nelle fi- 
estre, nelle tre vasche del giardino, senza che il Conte o 
a Contessa si degnassero mai di guardarli. Il vento di mon- 
agna, quelli del mare venivano più volentieri lì che in qua- 
unque altro posto, portavano profumi, pettinavano gli albe- 
i, quando passavano di lì, abbandonavano i più grossi as- 
embramenti di nuvole per venire nei viali a giocare per ore 
on una foglia; e persino gli uccelli favorivano molto tutta 
quella parte della campagna. Ma né lo Scarandogi né la mo- 
lie se ne curavano per niente. Il giardino era pieno di fiori 
protetto da muri altissimi irti di vetri rotti, per levare a 
'hiunque la tentazione di scalarli, e pure i fiori in casa Sca- 
‘andogi non li coglieva mai nessuno: sì, la cameriera, che 
i metteva poi in camera della Contessa, dove quei fiori, po- 
‘eretti, avevano il compito di coprire un odore di chiuso, 
li antiche ciprie, di antichi sudori, e non ci riuscivano, e 
ver questo morivano. Ma lui, lo Scarandogi, immaginarlo ad 
mmirare un fiore? Una cosa impossibile. « Spreco di tinte » 
ivrebbe detto. Lui non approvava che si cogliessero. C’erano, 
i fiori, venivano curati, ma solo per provare al Conte che 
1 giardiniere aveva fatto il suo lavoro. Dato che il giardinie- 
e non si poteva mandar via: era portiere della villa (« Per 
quanto ladro » diceva il Conte, « tiene lontani dei ladri peg- 
riori di lui »), bisognava che lavorasse per vivere. Quei fiori 
quindi erano l’equivalente agrario dell’orologio a firma. 
Con gli altri mezzi della natura, come i sassi, la calcina 
> certi alberi inutili, per esempio i cipressi, lo Scarandogi 
livideva il suo dal non ancora suo. 
Lui la natura la guardava, e si sarebbe detto, a vederlo 
ì fermo alla finestra o all’entrata della villa, che ammirasse 
quegli strani cambiamenti di luce così frequenti nella campa- 
ma toscana, fra nuvole di strati diversi, raggi di sole infilati 
li qua e di là, e prospettive misteriose. Lui stava lì, guarda- 
ra e sorrideva con quei suoi dentini di topo, ma di un sor- 
iso freddo, da proprietario, un sorriso che sa qualche cosa 
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e che frega qualcuno. E non si poteva fare a meno, guarda 
dolo, di pensare che questa proprietà doveva almeno esser 
dedicata a qualchecosa, a lui per esempio, al godimento suc 
ma si capiva benissimo che non era così, perché lui era me 
destissimo, per la persona sua non avrebbe speso un soldo 
lui era custode, prete dell’Avere. La proprietà era la Prc 
prietà, come chi dicesse la Patria, roba da lettera maiuscola 
che va difesa e basta, non si tocca. Lui insomma viveva dell 
elemosina del suo. Ora è vero che anche i contadini più pc 
veri sono così: guardano la natura e pensano al miglior mod} 
di derubare il padrone, il Comune, il Governo, chiunque 
Passano per la strada e dicono: « Domani acqua ». Mai chi 
gli venga in mente di dire: « Che belle nuvole stasera ». MI 
i contadini hanno una buona ragione, perché loro ci lavorani 
tutto il tempo intorno alla natura, e quando guardano |]! 
nuvole è per sapere cosa devono fare. Ma certo che la sera 
quando prendono il fresco davanti alle loro case, spesso i com 
tadini si mettono a parlare della luna, di astronomia, di viag 
gi, della famosa America e del famoso Oceano che serve pe: 
andarci, e sono pieni di stupore, mentre la gente come i 
Conte Niccolò Scarandogi sa troppe cose per potersi stupire: 

Lasciamo stare questi argomenti adesso perché dovrem« 
riparlarne più tardi. Parliamo piuttosto dei personaggi chu 
presero parte al funerale. E incominciamo col più inutile dl 
tutti, che poi era anche il più strano: Piero, il figlio minore: 
che quando Niccolò morì aveva esattamente ventiquattr’annii 
Di lui si può dire intanto quel che tutti dicevano: cioè cha 
fosse figlio di un avvocato di Firenze che, morendo, aveva 
lasciato una sostanza di parecchi milioni personalmente a lui 
Chi conosceva la Contessa Carolina Scarandogi nata Santini 
Pastacaldi non ci credeva a queste voci e faceva bene. Altro 
che tradire il marito: era il tipo di donna che non riusciva 
nemmeno a tradire l’idea del marito con la persona del mari: 
to. Piero non le assomigliava molto, e nemmeno assomiglia- 
va tanto al padre, sebbene un po’ di tutt’e due ci fosse in 
quella faccia pallida, quasi verde, ed in quel mento lungo, a 
punta che pareva avesse una barba interna da proteggere. Pie- 
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jo aveva sentito quel che dicevano di lui ed avrebbe voluto po- 
jerci credere, tanto detestava suo padre, ma sapeva benissimo 
¡he non c'era speranza. Piero suo padre lo ricordava proprio 
ome lo ricordavano tutti, soltanto con più odio: senza poter- 
he ridere, senza poterne parlar male come tutti facevano, 
¡uindi soffriva orrendamente, sempre. Lo ricordava sotto gli 
lberi del viale (Piero vedendolo dalla finestra di camera sua), 
yon l’ombra delle foglie che gli passava sulle spalle e gli scen- 
eva per la schiena, ed avrebbe voluto che quelle ombre 
jossero così pesanti da inchiodarlo a terra. Lo ricordava mor: 
Lo anche da vivo, portatore del nulla, seminatore di silenzio 
lovunque andasse, lo ricordava fermo nell’andito di casa, con 
ja pioggia che scrosciava sui vetri, batteva sulla porta, entrava 
Halle fessure, come per mendicare ospizio, e il padre fermo lì 
id aspettare che finisse, incapace di uscire, incapace di restar 
dentro in una delle tante stanze, di dire o fare qualchecosa. 
E poi lo ricordava al tempo del processo che la nonna Dio- 
mira Scarandogi aveva fatto al figlio per un mezzo podere; 
an processo lunghissimo, durato anni, fatto di odio più che 
d’interessi, e Piero ricordava il padre quando, parlando al- 
l’avvocato a tavola, disse: « Quella donna è terribile. Non 
she le auguri la morte, questo non sarei capace di farlo, do- 
potutto è mia madre, alla madre non si augura la morte. 
E poi sa, caro amico, è proprio allora che vivono più a lun- 
zo ». E Piero ricordava quanto aveva riso, il padre, l’avvo- 
sato, la madre, suo fratello Antonio, la santa zia Tecla, tutti 
meno sua sorella e lui. 

Piero era stato in collegio a Mondragone, aveva fatto il 
primo anno di medicina, e lo aveva dovuto abbandonare per- 
hé suo padre rifiutava di pagargli le tasse e comprargli i li- 
ori, tutto questo per due ragioni: una, che un Conte non 
tudia medicina, e l’altra che gli studi costano troppo. Quindi 
Piero, erede di parecchi milioni che suo padre amministrava 
»er lui, viveva come un ospite indesiderato in casa sua, si 
ra fatta una cultura artistica, senza farlo capire a nessuno 
yerché in famiglia sarebbe stata vista male una simile stra- 
aganza, e passava il suo tempo a far buoni propositi. E fra 
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i buoni propositi di Piero c’era quello di non vedere cert 
cose, come un certo chiodo nel muro di camera sua, le mae 
chie d’umido nel tinello, la bruttezza delle costruzioni nue: 
ve intorno alla stazione ferroviaria, il sudiciume di suo padre 
l’impecorimento di sua madre. Insomma lui prendeva su d 
sè come un proposito morale ciò che era invece una realtz 
a lui estranea e spesso nemica. Alle volte arrivava persino 
| a proporsi che non piovesse, senza parlare del suo propositc 
che il mondo non fosse quello che era. E si rendeva conto. 
come di una sua insufficienza personale, della difficoltà di 
migliorare il mondo: i ricchi erano quelle bestie che erano. 
ma i poveri erano altrettanto cattivi, se non di più, perché 
lo erano nella misura delle loro disgrazie, non dei loro ca 
pricci unicamente, quindi in un modo più profondo e più 
vero. « Se non lo fossero », pensava, « bisognerebbe augu 
rare la miseria a tutti: basterebbe esser poveri per esser buo- 
ni e meritare d’esser ricchi ». Ecco perché, forte di questa os4 
servazione quotidiana, Piero ogni tanto sentiva di dover al- 
zare il capo e ricordare, non si sa bene se a se stesso o agli 
altri, che era uno Scarandogi anche lui, e non uno qualun- 
que. Allora di solito diceva qualche villania o trattava la gen- 
te con grande disprezzo, ma ne soffriva dentro, si pentiva su 
bito ed avrebbe voluto che qualcuno gli dicesse in faccia: 
quanto era villano ed irragionevole a comportarsi a quel mo- 
do. Nessuno lo faceva; o si allontanavano da lui senza dir 
nulla, o si lasciavano insultare, quasi godendo di sentir af- 
fermare da lui ciò che a lui facevà orrore di affermare. Quin- 
di, povero Piero, non aveva nessuno; lui che tanto vedeva e 
tanto avrebbe avuto da discutere con tutti. Già nei rapporti 
fra suo padre ed il Capostazione, Piero capiva che c’era stato 
uno sviluppo lento e complicato: al principio il Capostazione, 
essere infimo perché corrotto ed umiliato dalle proprie di- 
sgrazie, era stato gratissimo al Conte Scarandogi dell’atten- 
zione che gli dava, dell’onore incredibile che gli faceva con 
le sue visite in ufficio. E adesso il Conte Scarandogi era grato 
al Capostazione che lui gli fosse grato dell’attenzione che gli 
dava. Piero capiva che ognuno dei due, come nei rapporti 
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oniugali, sentiva di aver perduto per l’altro il fascino del 


Fimi tempi, e cercava di celebrarlo nel ricordo, di conser- 
arne almeno i testimoni, Il Capostazione era ben felice di 
on sentirsi più lo schiavo del Conte Niccolò, e sopportava 
> sue chiacchiere per il piacere di sentirsene annoiato. Si 
utriva ancora, dopo tanti anni, si nutriva nel fondo delle 
ssa di questo gran ricostituente della dignità umana, questo» 
ran corrosivo delle catene, che è il disprezzo per chi in un 
ontano passato era parso piu grande del sole, tanto faceva 
mbra. Quindi tutto era strano e contorto nei giudizi di 
"iero: lui che in passato aveva sempre detestato che suo 
‚adre fosse il ricco del povero, il raffinato del cafone, l’edu- 
ato del maleducato, e che coltivasse questo suo podere di 
ispetto falso per una falsa nobiltà, ora soffriva pazzamente 
| vedere che suo padre non poteva nemmeno più far questo. 
wi che aveva sempre odiato sia il fratello maggiore Antonio 
he sua madre, perché loro si facevano scudo dello stemma 
del nome per nascondere ai servi la loro profonda egua- 


trata l’inanità di questi sforzi. E 


| L’odio di Piero per i suoi era la sola cosa che si vedesse 
n lui, da ogni gesto, era il solo pensiero che l’occupasse, 
na era anche il solo che nessuno avrebbe mai potuto men- 
ionare in sua presenza. E così stava solo, sempre solo. D’in- 
erno nessuno gli dava noia: usciva raramente di casa per 
en sentire l’odio degli altri per suo padre, ed anche, si ca- 
lisce, per non incontrare suo padre. D'estate invece non po- 
eva sottrarsi agli ordini del padre e della madre, ordini dati 
ina volta per sempre quando lui aveva ancora quindici anni, 
id eseguiti puntualmente ogni estate dalla zia Tecla Scaran- 
logi, una donna santissima e severissima, che disprezzava 
uo fratello, ma era molto fiera che lui trattasse male gli altri, 
osi almeno non aveva bisogno di farlo lei e di macchiarsi 
li altre colpe. Lei disprezzava suo fratello e pregava per lui 
D imente, riscattando il suo brutto atteggiamento e le 
olpe di lui in transazioni privatissime fra la famiglia e Dio. 


î così acquistava una maggior giustificazione al suo disprez- 
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zo. Viveva, la zia Tecla, in una villa abbastanza lontan: 
dal Guntalmatico e si faceva vedere soltanto quando si tra 
tava di tormentare il nipote o di parlar male della nipoti 
Lavinia. D'estate dunque la zia Tecla obbligava il nipoti 
a fare lunghi viaggi con lei. E dovunque arrivavano, Pier: 
sentiva dire che lui era quel fortunato giovane in capo 
quale sarebbero cascati i milioni di Casa Scarandogi ed erano 
già cascati quelli dell’avvocato di Firenze. Piero era sempr 
un po’ malato, quindi, dovunque arrivasse lo visitava um 
medico e lui sentiva che il medico si dava una premura spet 
ciale di tener lontane le infezioni dal futuro recipiente dî 
tanta grazia di Dio. Le parole del medico (« Non si preoci 
cupi, lei sta benissimo ») gli facevano schifo, si applicavana 
alla ricchezza più che alla salute, e lui intanto non sapev# 
quando e di dove gli sarebbe venuto il piacere di esser ricce 
e, prima ancora, il piacere di esser vivo. | 

Passando adesso all’essere più miserabile di casa dop 
Piero, parliamo di Lavinia. Profondamente inesistente, Ei 
lida, silenziosa e timidissima, pareva che uscisse dal buio: 
Teneva sempre gli occhi chiusi o, se li apriva, li riparave 
con la mano per non vedere la luce. E pure questa disgra: 
ziata, inesistente quanto si vuole, due figli illegittimi se Al 
era fatti intanto, e con due uomini diversi, « per amore di 
varietà » diceva proprio il padre di lei che avrebbe fatte 
meglio a star zitto e vergognarsi perché la colpa era la sua: 
Anche, naturalmente, della madre ed ancor più della zie 
Tecla, perché il marito di Lavinia, scelto proprio da loro: 
era un tipo di quelli come soltanto se ne trovano nelle mi. 
gliori famiglie; crescono in serra, richiedono un’atmosfere 
di completa artificialità. E tutti sanno che quando non ci sono 
grandi ricchezze, le difficoltà della vita, anche se non arri: 
vano a far soffrire un figlio di famiglia ricca, qualchecoss 
glie la insegnano sempre, mentre Procolo Tegolani Zannutelli 
aveva avuto il modo di non capire nulla, mai, di vivere una 
vita. pazza, irreale, nel mezzo della noiosa e triste realtà 
provinciale Marchigiana. A diciott’anni questo bravo ragazz 
aveva già cinque figli illegittimi da contadine e serve sane 
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elte per lui dalla famiglia senza non solo dirlo, ma nem- 
eno saperlo, con l’aiuto del medico che, anche lui, le visi- 
a prima, senza sapere perché le serve di casa Zannutelli 
>golani dovevano esser sane. E specialmente dovevano esser 
ne di principi, conoscere il rispetto che una serva igno- 
nte deve ai padroni: fatto il figlio al signorino si conten- 
vano del privilegio fisionomico, della pura discendenza di 
ngue per cui tante cucine e stalle d’Italia sono popolate 
veri nobili, riconoscibili ma non riconosciuti. 

A questo bravo giovane era stata affidata per la vita La- 
nia Scarandogi, sedicenne, romantica, ignorante, e per nien- 
. onorata di un simile privilegio. Quindi il povero Procolo 
credette in dovere di darle una lezione facendole vedere a 
uali trattamenti era abituato lui con donne ben più belle di 
‘i, invitandola ad imitarle dopo che si erano esibite loro. 
avinia, incinta del primo figlio, si rifugiò dal padre, che 
| trattò malissimo dicendole che lui non voleva altre bocche 
a nutrire; cercò rifugio dalla madre, le raccontò tutto, e 
| madre trovò che non c’era niente di strano. « Gli uomini 
n tutti così », disse. « Se credi che tuo padre fosse meglio, 
| dirò io cosa fece tuo padre a me, quando io lo sposai, che 
vevo anch’io sedici anni ». « E perché non me le hai dette 
rima queste cose? » chiese Lavinia. « Ma cosa credi? » disse 
a madre, «che io andrei a distruggere le speranze ad una 
iovane pura, insegnandole certe cose indecenti? Mi stupisco 
ioltissimo di te, Lavinia. Per chi mi hai preso? ». Lavinia 
ndò dalla zia Tecla, e la zia Tecla, donna di poche parole, 
rese la nipote e la riportò lei stessa in casa Tegolani Zan- 
utelli, riconsegnandola al legittimo marito con chiare racco- 
iandazioni di comportarsi meglio, non solo per non dare 
sandalo, ma anche per non incoraggiare l’insubordinazione 
i sua moglie. Manco a pensarci, Procolo continuò a fare il 
omodo suo, dicendo a tutti apertamente che lui la moglie se 
, teneva perché era ricca. « Mi hanno messo un portafoglio 
1 letto e me lo tengo », diceva. Seconda fuga di Lavinia col 
ambino, e questa volta Niccolò Scarandogi trovandosi dav- 
ero con due bocche inutili da nutrire, chiamò la polizia, 
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e Lavinia, piuttosto che ritornare dal marito, andò dall’ax 
vocato di suo padre, che la protesse così bene da farle 
figlio. Scandalo in casa Tegolani Zannutelli, e Procolo, de 
vendosi riprendere la moglie, per non essere esposto all 
vergogna, le tolse il primo figlio, affidandolo alla nonna le 
gittima, e relegò sua moglie col figlio illegittimo in un a 
partamento a Firenze, dove lei visse per un anno nella mi 
seria più incredibile. E Lavinia di nuovo chiese aiuto al p 
dre, offrendogli, per garanzia di un prestito, i gioielli ch 
aveva avuto dalla madre e quelli che aveva avuto dal marit 
Il padre si prese tutto e non le dette nulla, con una scusa « 
con un’altra. Ecco come Lavinia capitò nelle mani di 
imbroglione, che per un po’ visse con lei, poi se ne ande 
lasciandola nei guai di nuovo. Per cui tutti la odiarono. Av 
va trascinato nel fango due nomi illustri: quello di casa sus 
e quello del marito. Procolo continuò come sempre a fare | 
fatti suoi, ma sotto un segno nuovo: quello del marito di 
dito che non crede più a nessuna donna, e tutti lo compianı 
gono, dimenticando quello che aveva fatto prima. Procolo 
andava a farsi consolare dalla suocera, e persino dal suocero: 
che lo trovava comprensivo e simpatico. In quanto a Pierce. 
Procolo e lui non si parlavano nemmeno. Piero si proponeva 
di aiutare la sorella, ma intanto, non avendo nemmeno i 
denari per andarla a trovare, si riteneva indegno persinc 
di parlarle, e lei naturalmente lo sentiva nemico, e ne sof- 
friva molto. Alla morte del padre, Lavinia aveva ventisei 
anni e mezzo. : 

E adesso Antonio, il primogenito, che alla morte del 
padre aveva ventotto anni, statura un metro e ottanta, giro 
di vita centodieci, collo bovino, mento triplo, venature vio- 
lette sul naso, ed occhi immensi, pieni d’alberi rossi che 
convergevano da ogni parte verso un tondo centrale, nero, 
vuoto. 

Antonio stava sempre in campagna, nel Bolognese (le 
terre della madre), e si era salvato parzialmente dall’avidità 
del padre. Faceva economia. Anche del buon formaggio, de: 
buon vino, del buon burro, con le economie delle economie, 
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erché quando l’economia è forte, figlia economie minime 
ille quali, si sa, sorge il commercio. Antonio aveva sempre 
bonomizzato tutto, sin dall’infanzia, meno la paura: anzi, 
adava sempre a regolarne l’intensità, in modo che ci fosse un 
rargine di paura più grande delle cose che aveva paura di 
rdere. Quindi, più si allargava sulla terra, più aveva paura 
non gli rimanesse nulla. Così andava a piantar paure in 
gioni lontane consigliando ai vicini di campagna di guar- 
arsi dai contadini, dal governo, da ogni specie di pericolo, 
| di lui si diceva giustamente che, per ben novecento ettari 
i terra coltivata aveva paura di non aver terreno sufficiente 
btto i piedi. La sua paura poi, da sé, faceva paura ai con- 
ıdini, ma specialmente alla madre, con la quale Antonio 
. manteneva in continuo contatto epistolare. Era una di quel- 
fortune, quella della Contessa Scarandogi (per esser più 
recisi, la fortuna Santini-Pastacaldi), che crescono da sè, 


ome i bambini sani, e per questo la gente poco capiva le 
bfferenze sue e del figlio intorno al fatto della loro proprietà, 
intonio non osava prender moglie per paura di perderci. 


L’amore », diceva, «è una distrazione. L’amore è per i 
overi che hanno poche responsabilità. Il ricco deve sempre 
offrire ». Per consolarsi ci beveva sopra: vino bianco, non 
osso, « perché il rosso è alcolico ». 
| Dunque, la madre. Carolina Scarandogi, che alla morte 
el marito aveva ben quarantanove anni, i figli se la ricor- 
lavano da sempre seduta su un immenso sofà con tanti cu- 
sini che, quando lei si alzava, si rigonfiavano tutti con un 
noto di bestia che si stiracchia, e parevan vivi. Accanto 
lei c’era una tavola traballante, ottagonale, con una co- 
erta di damasco che andava fino a terra. Sotto quella ta- 
ola ci stava sempre un cane; in antico c’erano stati anche 
‘bambini, anzi, lì sotto si erano incontrati nei loro giochi, 
se ne ricordavano benissimo, ma non potevano. parlarne 
sieme, sarebbe stato come riprendere contatto. Sopra la 
avola c’erano tante fotografie in fila, alcune di qua, altre 
i là, come truppe in parata. Poi c’era un piatto cavo con 
aramelle, e poi fiori, che in estate facevano venire il sonno. 
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Dietro il sofà c'era un palmizio le cui foglie più alte entr 
vano nell’ombra del soffitto ed erano l’unica cosa nell’ari 
del salone che vedesse gli stemmi dipinti negli archi dell 
volta. 

Levata dal sofà, la Contessa era come un pezzo di 
congegno separato dall’altro. Più stava lì seduta, e più sp 
zio voleva per sedersi, e crescendo di base pareva che di 
ventasse più piccola di testa. Quel po’ di testa che resta 
dalle proporzioni di prima, costretta in su dal grasso di que 
mento, dalle spalle e dal seno, e un po’ tirato verso l’alt 
dai pensieri devoti, pareva appeso per un filo invisibile a 
soffitto. Le si vedeva dentro il naso, e degli occhi si vede 
più il bianco che il nero, perché anche quando parlava cor 
la gente di casa cercava qualchecosa di invisibile oltre i 
soffitto. Da quindici anni non usciva per niente, altro ch 
per andare a messa la domenica, in una giardiniera chit 
nella quale veniva spinta dalle mani inguantate ed esperte 
del cameriere Guido. Andava in chiesa accompagnata dall 
l’Ersilia, l’unica persona che le fosse sempre vicina da quanı 
do i figli si erano pian piano allontanati. E l’Ersilia, una 
ex contadina, nel corso di quindici anni aveva imparato 5 
copiare la padrona, non solo nella voce, ma nelle propor: 
zioni fisiche, nel modo di guardare, di pensare, persino nelle 
malattie. Fra una specie di Contessa di ricambio. 

Le ragioni dell’odio fra la Contessa e suo marito sorge» 
vano, naturalmente, sul fertile terreno del tedio coniugale. 
ma erano specifiche, gravissime, e troppo complicate per 
poterle spiegare in una breve cronaca funeraria come questa. 
Basterà dire che lei era venuta a sapere della relazione fra 
suo marito e Marie d’Escarande; una relazione ormai finita 
da anni, ma resa grave nuovamente dal fatto che la figlia di 
Marie, Giuliana, moglie di quel cretino (nell’opinione ge- 
nerale) di Carlo Tempi, morta tragicamente nel 1923, come 
tutti ricordano, era, nell’opinione generale, la figlia di Nic- 
colò, e si diceva pure (questo non era vero, ma Niccolò si 
divertiva a farlo credere) che fosse anche pazzamente inna- 
morata di lui. Di qui l’ipotesi del suicidio, eccetera. 
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| Nell’estate del 1925 Niccold Scarandogi si ammald di 
plmonite. La moglie rifiutò di vederlo. Lui stava su in sof- 
¡ta e lei nel suo salone, Ogni tanto l’Ersilia andava su a 
hiedere notizie, finché un giorno disse al dottore che la Con- 
issa lo avrebbe visto volentieri giù in salone. 

À Il dottore ci ando, la trovò, lì sul suo sofà, imbarazzata 
| dover parlare di cose un poco oscene. Parlando del marito 
ceva infatti « lui». « So che lui non sta bene ». « Malissi- 
0 » disse il dottore. « Gia. Cosi ora ha una buona scusa 
sr non voler parlare degli interessi di famiglia. Le trova 
impre le ragioni, lui. Insomma dica, Dottore. Non vorrei 
rendermi la responsabilità, in caso che succeda un fatto... 
aprevisto, non vorrei prendermi la responsabilità di non 


« Per parlare d’interessi no » disse il dottore. « Sta trop- 
o male e non capisce più niente. Ma per tranquillizzare 
i sua coscienza, sì. Ormai non c’è più niente da fare ». 
E... ». Il dottore aspettava che dicesse qualche altra cosa. 
avece no, lei avrebbe voluto che la dicesse lui. « E... hm ». 
Capisco » disse il dottore. « Lei vorrebbe sapere quando. 
lo? ». « Non so, non so davvero... ». « Certo, Contessa, lei 
on lo può sapere. Glie lo dirò io dunque. Ci vada subito. 
otrebbe essere tardi anche domani. Non aspetti un minuto ». 
, se ne andò. Cosi, nel pomeriggio, la Contessa, accompa- 
nata dall’Ersilia, andò su per le scale di servizio, che por- 
ivano in soffitta, fermandosi ogni tanto perché le faceva 
hifo tutto. Già il caldo, l’odor di tarlature, di stoffe vec- 
nie, di medicine, le facevano venir male, e poi, l’orrore 
i rivedere lui era troppo. « Non ce la faccio » diceva, 
ppoggiandosi al muro sudicio e grasso delle scale, « non 
> la faccio ». « Via, via, Signora Carolina » diceva l’Er- 
lia, « pensi a Chi ci deve perdonare dei nostri peccati ». 

la spingeva di sotto, con le mani e col petto, finchè lei 
jetteva il piede su un altro scalino. Arrivarono finalmente 
1 soffitta, dove, col caldo, il chiuso e l’odore di polvere, 
areva che avessero infilato la testa in un mondo diverso. 
e mattonelle si muovevano tutte sotto i piedi delle due don- 
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ne, che andavano malsicure, come sull’acqua. Arrivate all 
porta dello stanzone dove stava il malato, (lì già il tetto scer 
deva sulle teste, bisognava curvarsi un pochino), si aprì 1 
porta e c’era dietro il dottore con la siringa delle iniezio 
in mano, ago all’insù, ed una goccia di liquido che brilla 
in cima all’ago. Dietro di lui c’era il buio, e rumori 
respiro difficile. Il dottore lasciò passare la Contessa, e pr 
ma che lei potesse abituarsi a quel buio e trovarci il ma 
rito, lui si fece vivo, ma veramente vivo. Si alzò a sedert 
e disse: « Non ho finito di servire la Signora Contessa. 
passi a cadavere fatto ». Prese il bicchiere della medicin: 
per gettarlo in faccia alla moglie, ma gli cadde di man 
il letto si bagnò, e così nella rabbia gli prese male e ricadd 
con la testa sul cuscino. Lei svenne. Il dottore corse a s0 
correre il malato prima, gli parlò dolcemente, come si paëll 
ad un bambino, poi lasciò lui e andò ad assistere lei È» 
stava seduta su un vecchio baule, con la testa appoggiata ao 
una trave del tetto e le gambe laggiù, dritte davanti a le: 
fin dove arrivavano, ed eran lunghe. Con l’aiuto dell’Ersilis 
la tirò su di li, l’accompagnò giù per le scale, la fece met! 
tere a letto, le dette un buon calmante, molti consigli, « 
andò via. Intanto era arrivato il prete, lo fecero salire ir 
soffitta, e preparò il malato a fare quel che doveva fare. 
Per cinque giorni tutti aspettarono la morte, come ur 
segnale per aprire cassetti, rovistare, buttar giù porte, spa: 
lancare finestre, e dar aria alla casa. Furono avvertiti i pa- 
renti, e arrivarono tutti, e furono alloggiati in casa quasi di 
nascosto per paura che il moribondo potesse venire a sapere 
dell’ospitalità che lui, coi suoi denari, dava ai futuri eredi. 
Notizie non ne chiedeva più nessuno. C’era un certo pudore 
a mostrare interesse ad una cosa che tutti desideravano con 
tale intensità. E il quinto giorno la Contessa stava in camera 
sua, parlando coi cognati, con gli avvocati, col figlio Antonio, 
con lontani parenti, c’era persino Piero in un angolo a man: 
giarsi le unghie, e lei ebbe l’idea di andare alla finestra per 
respirare un poco (la finestra era aperta, le persiane socchiu- 
se), e stava lì che respirava come per sentir l’odore delle 
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rsiane, quando le prese male, fece: « Ohi ohi, O Dio mio, 
io mio Signore », come se avesse visto una cosa terribile; e 
atti lì nel parco, il Conte Scarandogi, sostenuto da Guido, 
2 i primi passi per andarsi a riprendere il posto che 
i spettava nell’odio della gente. 

| 

I 

! 
_ La morte vera arrivò un anno dopo, proprio durante 
1ell’unica notte che la Contessa Scarandogi non si trovava 
gppnta!matico, perché si era finalmente decisa a far visita 
‘figlio maggiore nei suoi poderi, ed a firmare certe carte 
ie servivano a lui. C’era soltanto Piero in casa, e la servitù. 
il dramma, come poi disse il medico « a cadavere fatto », 
om era che addominale, anzi, per essere più precisi, pan- 
(eatico, e aggiunse pure che questo bel nome clinico era do- 
ito al bell’ingegno del famoso Professor Dieulafoy di Pa- 


a - Dee 
gi, che del dramma pancreatico aveva dato una bellissima 


ascrizione climico-letteraria in una delle solite monografie 
le tanto piacciono ai Francesi. E il dramma pancreatico 
liste essenzialmente nella degenerazione grassa del pan- 
'eas, per cui lo stomaco si digerisce da sé: autofagismo in 
tri termini. Perché poi questo dramma pancreatico sia una 
elle morti più dolorose che si abbiano, non lo sanno né i 
edici né tanto meno gli attori del dramma. Ma torniamo 
| linguaggio non clinico in cui le cose avvengono. 
Dunque, alle volte i gatti quando sono in amore imitano 
i bambino che piange, e lo imitano cosi bene che le mam- 
e si svegliano ed anche dopo aver capito che si tratta di un 
Mio, non riescono a riaddormentarsi. Ora quella notte, il sor 
iccolò urlò fra l’altro anche come un gatto in amore, e, anco- 
ı meglio dei gatti, imitò un bambino. Ogni tanto, nel silenzio 
opo un urlo lacerante, ecco un lamento simile a quello di 
n neonato, ma così dolce, così tenero che la gente di casa 
imenticava chi era lì in quella soffitta e quasi accorrevano. 
poi dopo di questo, ecco un rumore secco come quello 
‘una macchina di ferro rugginosa, e poi un rantolo come 
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d’un porco che sta per morire. Tutte le voci, di cui la can 
pagna è piena, tutte le voci del dolore umano, persino 
voce d’una donna nelle doglie del parto, tutte uscirono dal 
gola del sor Niccolò. E poi le ripeteva Puna o l’altra. Quanci 
in questo esteso repertorio ripassava per la voce del bambino 
le donne in cucina si levavano le mani dalle orecchie e : 
le portavano al cuore, ma poi di nuovo tremando le ripoc 
tavano alle orecchie, quando lui urlava così forte che tri 
mavano i vetri del salotto e le argenterie ne risuonavano cp 
tro la credenza di legno. | 
Ogni tanto pareva persino se stesso quando dava co 
un sospiro e si credeva che avesse finito, e fosse libero di 
male. « Oh », faceva, e dopo di questo pareva che soltanti 
parole dovessero venire, il racconto di chi è arrivato salv 
da un paese di tanto dolore e descrive le sue orrende avver 
ture a quelli di casa. Era allora che Piero si avviava vers 
la camera di suo padre, e una volta arrivò fino alla porti 
e sentì il padre dare in urla acute che gli facevano pau: 
Verso il mattino erano singhiozzi che parevano colpi di ma : 
tello, tanto erano metallici, e rumori osceni come se il ms 
lato cercasse di dare uno spettacolo della sua scurrilita. 
non era che lo spasimo della gola contratta. Di nuovo Pier 
salì quelle scale, ma la morte ci arrivò prima di lui. Dall 
bocca bavosa del vecchio usciva adesso tutto quel silenzio, | 
pareva il suo urlo più tremendo, perché copriva il monde 
Piero avrebbe voluto chiudere gli occhi al morto; entrò in ex 
mera con quell’intenzione, ma dovette fermarsi a mezza stre 
da fra la porta ed il letto, e chiuse invece gli occhi suo: 
perché più di così proprio non era possibile che vedesse. 
Per Carolina Scarandogi fu un colpo terribile. Tutti 

rimorsi da cui era stata tormentata dopo l’altra malattia ven 
nero adesso a galla. Le pareva l’ultimo e il più grande dl 
spetto del marito, di averle inferto questo colpo. La libertt 
nuovissima assomigliava a quella antica. Usciva dal di sotti 
della presenza terribile di quella vita come il pavimenti 
colle sue mattonelle rosse ottagonali che riappare all’alt | 
estremità di un lungo tappeto. Lunga quanto era stata dl 
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ta di Niccolò, adesso era in parentesi, e, salvo gli anni e 
delusioni, la moglie si ritrovava sola come lo era stata 
Weta di sedici anni. Persino l’amore ritornava, quel poco 
te c’era stato sepoltissimo sotto a tutte le noie, tutto il gri- 
ore, lo schifo, l’odio. E ciò che la portò alla disperazione 
: che adesso il dispetto del marito coincideva col dispetto 
tichissimo di Dio, che fa la gente, fa i problemi, fa ogni 
sa e poi la lascia lì nel più grande disordine, e chi ci 
ıole indovinare faccia lui, Dio non si fa vedere. Ah no. 
uesta non era più una porta sbattuta con violenza dopo una 
te coniugale; era la porta che per tutti si chiude e per nes- 


imo si riapre. Anticamente lei aveva sempre saputo cosa il 
arito andasse a fare o potesse fare dopo di aver sbattuto 
uscio. Andava alla Stazione, a giocare, a donne o in soffit- 
| a dormire. Ora non lo sapeva. Ora faceva i conti, lui, gravi 
nti con Dio, e chi lo giudicava non poteva per ora dirlo 


N 


| lei. Questo fatto le dette un senso di rispetto, quasi di 
milta. Per la primissima volta in vita sua parlò di sé a 
we alta, come avrebbe parlato solo al confessore. « O 
io», disse, « O Dio, non avergli parlato prima! È im- 
erdonabile. Come ho potuto fare una cosa simile? Come ho 
otuto? ». E lacrime sincere venivan giù da quei snoi occhi 
upidi, che non avevano mai visto nulla oltre il soffitto ed 
tre il muro. La Proprietà quel giorno, questa divinità tutta 
scana e contadina, questa dea maligna, brutta, tirchia, 
stò senza fedeli sul suo altare tutto numeri, e di lì con 
vidia per gli dèi suoi colleghi, guardò le azioni degli uo- 
ini che non si occupavano di lei. Ma durò poco questo ab- 
andono. Persino mentre facevano il segno della croce, sia la 
:dova che gli altri, si inchinavano alla Proprietà, e già pen- 
vano di partire in pellegrinaggio e offrirle sacrificio. 


DI 


Se il giorno prima, o il giorno stesso, alcune ore prima, 
lero avesse incontrato sua madre, sua zia o sua sorella per 
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i corridoi della villa, e avesse detto a quelle brave don 
che l’anima è immortale, che il mondo è un gran brutto pe 
sto e che ci deve essere per forza di cose un posto dove + 
sta meglio, perché la bontà non può andare perduta eccetera 
loro gli avrebbero detto: « Vien via Piero, non far lo st 
pido che c’è altro da fare ». 

Sempre così, sempre « altro da fare », sempre occupatis 
sime con la famosa realtà, la quale poi è sempre un’altri 
cosa, come sempre dicevano senza spiegare. Ecco perché 
veniva da ridere quel giorno quando, un’ora o due dop 
morto suo padre, tutti venivano in gran fretta a dare a tutti 
proprio queste notizie urgentissime: che l’anima è immaì 
tale, che il mondo è un gran brutto postaccio, che la bont: 
l’amore la carità cristiana sono le sole cose che contino 
mondo eccetera. 

Gli veniva da ridere, proprio così, un pochino, e con: 
trovoglia, e già questa era una cosa da non farsi, ma più 
tardi gli venne da ridere sul serio, e non di quel riso neri 
voso che tanti hanno quando sentono parlare della morte: 
macché, quello ancora si sarebbe potuto scusare: gli venna 
da ridere perché si divertiva a leggere quei telegrammi « 
quegli espressi che arrivavano ogni cinque minuti. Non po: 
teva capire la ragione di dire tutte quelle sciocchezze pro 
prio in quell’occasione, ed in quel modo. Non le sapevane 
anche prima? E allora, perché non dirle prima? Fra forse 
vietato dalla polizia? 

Uno dei telegrammi raccomandava di esser forti, in ber 
diciannove parole, più l’indirizzo faceva venticinque, e ve: 
niva da una lontana parente che non si era mai interessati 
alla forza d’animo di nessuno, altro che per distruggerla 
E nemmeno per questo nobile scopo avrebbe mai pensato di 
spendere tre volte la tariffa ordinaria, che a quei tempi era 
ancora di lire due per le prime dieci parole. 

Un altro telegramma diceva: « Uniti con voi vostro do: 
lore preghiamo fervidamente ». E poi la firma, anzi le firme: 


Alberto-Maria. 
Questo era Alberto Tempi detto Spericolone, fratello 
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aggiore di Carlo, e il solo possidente di campagna che in 
tto di avarizia, malignità ed ignoranza potesse competere 
ol povero morto. E adesso sentiva il bisogno urgentissimo 
i telegrafarsi in ginocchio a mani giunte, in fervida preghie- 
a e unito con gli Scarandogi in un dolore che lui sapeva ine- 
istente. 

: Espresso. Piero l’aprì: era un messaggio di un altro pa- 
ente che parlava, anche lui, come se il morto fosse oramai 
un mondo migliore. 

C’erano lì presenti in quel momento il Conte Parolai, 
buono anche lui, autore del sopranome Il Piglia per il po- 
vero morto), Antonio, la zia Tecla, e il dottore. E sentirono 
utti le parole di Piero: « Questo qui » disse Piero, « parla 
‘ome se fosse il Direttore del Traffico delle Vie del Signore ». 
‘ Ma è possibile » disse il Parolai, « bestemmiare a questo 
nodo? ». « Già » disse Piero, «me lo domando anch’io ». 
Qualche minuto dopo fece di peggio: la povera Lavinia, 
utta disfatta dal dolore, stava leggendo alcuni telegrammi, 
Piero glie li levò di mano, si mise a ridere e disse: « Qui 
ae rispondere, ma subito. Telegrafare: RISCONTRATA 

STERNITA VALORI MORALI RINGRAZIAMOVI SEGNA- 
LAZIONE. E qui invece: CONFERMO ACCETTAZIONE 
VOLONTA DIVINA ». « Piero » fece Lavinia, in un accesso 
sterico, graffiandosi la faccia con le unghie. « Piero, che 
nai? ». E Piero disse: « Io? Niente. Mi diverto ». 


Ma bisogna capire che Piero, fino dall’infanzia aveva 


sempre avuto questa certezza insopportabile che il mondo 
non val nulla, che ci dev’essere per forza qualchecosa di me- 
lio, se no noi non potremmo accorgerci che qui va tutto ma- 
le; ed oggi, tutt’a un tratto questa certezza se n° era andata, 
come se non potesse coesistere nello stesso universo con le 
sertezze telegrafiche di tutta quella gente che metteva la fire 
ma alle Sacre Scritture, le avallava come buone, ne garanti- 
va il valore economico, la solvibilità. 

Con tutto ciò, appena Piero vide sua madre in corridoio, 
pallida, non come al solito, per malattie del ricambio dovute 
al mangiar troppo, ma pallida di morte viva, Piero le corse 
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incontro e disse in fretta: « Su via, Mamma, fatti forza. La 
vita non finisce qui ». « È vero » disse lei, col doppio ment 
che tremava. E Piero stava quasi per dire: « Scusa, Mam 
se non l’ho detto prima. Lo sapevo anche prima; non er 
certo che servisse anche a te di saperlo ». 

Si fermò, per fortuna, con una mano fra quelle. di su 
madre. L’altra le batteva la schiena, proprio come si fa quan 
do si mangia il pesce che una spina ci va di traverso. « Su 
guarda in alto, guarda l’uccellino ». Ed anche questo, per 
sua fortuna, riuscì a non dirlo. Disse invece: « Sai, ho la sen- 
sazione che, se lui fosse qui non vorrebbe vederci in quest 
stato ». Ma intanto pensava: « E che ne so io di quel che vuo: 
le lui adesso? Può esser proprio qui, sotto il soffitto, a go- 
dersi lo spettacolo unico di questo primo suo trionfo in casa ». 

« Non può fargli piacere, sai? ». Dicendo queste stupide: 
parole guardò il soffitto con un po’ di paura. | 

Piero era stanco. Aveva, come si dice, le ossa rotte, an-- 
che forse un po’ di febbre. E gli pareva di aver imparato tan-- 
te cose nuove, ma senza sapere quali, senza poterle distende-- 
re davanti a sé. Intanto si divertiva, ma con urti di rabbia: 
incontrollabile, e non sapeva bene che cosa stava succedendo: 
in lui. Una cosa che vide gli dette un senso di rispetto, per-: 
che lì il dolore pareva proprio sincero, e cioè nelle facce deii 
cavalli allineati nel viale, ed anche in quelle delle quattro au-: 
tomobili che erano arrivate nell’ultima mezz'ora. 

E intanto da quel cadavere nella sua misera soffitta par- 
tivano adesso ordini strani che la gente eseguiva senza averli 
sentiti: ordini di cercare il testamento, di coglier fiori, di 
preparare diciture da incidere sul marmo e discorsi da fare al 
cimitero il giorno dopo. 

Avevano portato il morto in biblioteca, contro l’esplicito 
divieto suo di aprire qualunque sala del primo piano, e l’a- 
vevano messo sul grande tavolo di mezzo, coprendolo con un 
lenzuolo fin sotto il mento. Dovevano venire le monache a 
rivestirlo. 

I telegrammi non arrivavano più soli. Arrivava la gente 
che li aveva mandati, non certo quella stessa, no, ma gente 


434 


MORTE DI SCARANDOCI 


ome quella, gente capace di mandarli, e la Contessa, e Anto- 
io, la povera Lavinia, il Parolai, persino il Pievano, l’av- 
ocato e il dottore, li ricevevano, con baci, abbracci o gran 
trette di mano, (il Pievano, il dottore e l’avvocato non es- 
iendo di famiglia, non abbracciavano nessuno, ma con le ma- 
esprimevano tutto), ed anche questo fece ridere Piero. Tan- 
2 grandi effusioni senza la minima sorpresa; l’ipotesi del 


tto veniva estesa ad ogni minima espressione, per paura di 
‘erderla. 

' Persino Procolo fu ricevuto a questo modo. « Faccia di 
elegramma » disse Piero, ma Procolo non sentì nulla perché 
li stava schioccando due grandi bacioni sulle guancie. « Le 
jugie al guinzaglio » disse Piero. « Cosa dicevi, Piero? » do- 


nandò il Parolai, che lo stava osservando da un po’ di tempo. 


« Niente. Potete anche ridere. La verità non scappa ». 


« Possiamo ridere? Ma... ma, io mi domando... ». 


ì 
il 


E adesso l’uniforme. Quale uniforme? Ecco il grande 
roblema. Quella, naturalmente, che avrebbe preferito lui. 
Lui? » disse Piero, quando sentì questi discorsi. « Ma lui 
vrebbe preferito non morire per niente ». Antonio, che pa- 
eva in ascolto, come per cogliere dall’aria gli ordini del mor- 
o, non fece caso alle parole del fratello e continuò a discu- 
sre il problema con la Giusta (la vecchia cameriera), Guido, 
| Parolai, e la zia Tecla. 


| C’era dunque l’uniforme del Sovrano Militare Ordine di 
falta, che stava su, in un baule, nella naftalina. 


Poi c’era l’uniforme di Capitano che Niccolò aveva in- 
ossato durante la guerra del ’15-18, senza mai esporsi troppo 
l nemico, Fu anche detto dal Parolai, con aria innocentissi- 
aa, che essendo Niccolò l’ultimo degli Scarandogi a poter 
adossare l’uniforme di Malta, forse sarebbe stato meglio met- 
rgli quella. Con questo ricordava il fatto doloroso per la 
amiglia, che Antonio e Piero erano, come si dice in Araldi- 
a, deboli d’utero: la madre non possedeva i quarti di no- 
iltà richiesti dall’Ordine di Malta. Ma fu deciso che l’uni- 
orme di Malta gli sarebbe stata male; era un po’ stretta, e 
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l’altra aveva la precedenza per nobilissime ragioni di patriot 
tismo che Niccolò non aveva mai sentite. © 
Così lo rivestirono, e quando Piero ritornò in biblioteca: 
ci trovò tutto: fiori, candele, gente col fazzoletto al naso, voei 
sommesse. L’Artemisia, in un angolo, che piangeva, cere 
do, poveretta, di non farsi sentire, proprio come se il padro« 
ne le avesse dato uno dei suoi famosi calci negli stinchi. Pos 
si riprese e disse: « Fortuna che ha fatto in tempo a farsi 
perdonare i suoi peccati. È una consolazione, anche per li 
Signora Contessa ». Parlava, 1’ Artemisia, ma nessuno la stava 
a sentire. Piero si avvicinò a lei, non disse nulla nemmena 
lui; si stava immaginando il padre su per l’aria occupatissi) 
mo a frugarsi le tasche per ritrovare i documenti da esibire 
in quel mondo migliore. 
Entrò la Giusta, guardò il morto lungamente, con viso ses 
verissimo, come per dire: « Vede, Signor Conte? Cosa suc 
cede a vivere? Si muore ». Scosse la testa in segno di nom 
esser d’accordo, e disse: « Gran brutto mondo ». E gli mise 
l’ovatta nel naso. | 
Una cugina, stupida, con fazzoletto ricamato e guanti ne: 
ri (ma come fanno presto i morti a far uscire il nero nelle 
stoffe), diceva al Parolai: « Come si è conservato bene. Pare 
che dorma. Certo che per la povera zia sarà una consolaziox 
ne poterlo ricordare così. Le darà forza ». « Ah certo » disse 
il Parolai, come un intenditore. « E. uniforme gli sta bene: 
Ne era così fiero lui, di quest’uniforme. Povero Niccolò ». 
Piero sentì in quel momento che la sola persona in quell 
la stanza a non macchiarsi di bugie era proprio suo padre: 
« Poveretto, non può, non può. Se no lo farebbe anche lui »1 
« Che cosa dice? » domandò la cugina al Parolai. Im 
quel momento entrava Antonio, che pareva un decorato al lut 
to di Prima Classe. Tutti lo salutarono, per onorare in lui 
la morte, e Antonio, in nome della morte, fece un cenno col 
capo per dire che accettava. Piero non volle sentirsi decorata 
come il fratello. Uscì, guardando tutti in faccia e sorridendoy 
come per dire: « Visto che cosa sono riuscito a fare io?» 
E appena uscito sentì che il Parolai diceva: « Visto? ». 
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Un’occhiata alla casa del morto si dà sempre, per vedere 
: c'è cambiato nulla. Si sa benissimo che nulla può cam- 
flare, ma intanto si fa, perché lì dentro è successa una cosa. 
ja villa Scarandogi stava in piedi per miracolo, com'era sta- 
i lui, come tutto di lui. Ora poi che la morte gli aveva aper- 
le mani, tutti volevano vedere quante monete d’oro erano 
ndate a rotolare sotto il letto. C’era gente un po’ dappertut- 
» quel giorno, fin sulla strada provinciale, fuori del cancel- 
>. Contadini e operai di passaggio, fermi con le loro bici- 
ette, stavano lì e guardavano il tetto della villa e quel po’ 
fi finestre che di lì arrivavano a scorgere; poi c’erano i coc- 
'hieri, gli sciaffè delle macchine in uniforme bianca e collo 
lu, e poi alcuni privilegiati del paese che si facevano largo 
er passare fra la gente, come se andassero a riparare ai dan- 
i fatti dalla morte. Venne il Capostazione, venne Lisimaco, 
mello del Banco di San Pronto, che presentd un foglio alla 
‘ontessa, lei lo lesse, ci pianse un poco sopra e chiamò Pie- 
o. « Piero » disse, « guarda che bello questo ». Era una pro- 
a di epitaffio. « Semplice » disse Lisimaco, « come l’avreb- 
ie voluto lui ». Piero guardo Lisimaco, guardò la madre du- 
amente, senza dir nulla, senza toccare il foglio, e se ne an- 
lo. Salì in camera sua, prese un asciugamano, lo piegò in due 
i incominciò ad ammazzare le zanzare sui vetri. 

Fu interrotto dalla zia Tecla che, col viso severo e gli 
cechi rossi lo guardava dalla porta senza dir nulla. Piero le 
ndò incontro e lei partì. « Ci sono molte zanzare » disse 
iero, tanto per dire una cosa, e poi chiuse la porta. Provo 
dormire; c’era gente nel corridoio che parlava a voce bas- 
a. « Ma chi l’ha detto? ». Questo era il Parolai. « Il dottore ». 
Juesto era Antonio. « Che cosa ne sa quel cretino? ». Questa 
ra la zia Tecla. « Ne ho parlato io con Carolina, e dice anche 
ei che la cappella è molto più fresca ». « Sarà più fresca » dis- 
e Antonio, « ma è anche più umida ». « E che gli fa? » do- 
nando la zia. «Eh, l’umidità... ». «Ma non dire scioc- 
hezze ». 

Si allontanarono. Piero sapeva adesso che sua madre ave- 
a discusso queste cose serie in tono freddo e logico, consi- 
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derando suo marito quello che adesso era diventato: sostanza 
organica da conservarsi in luogo fresco e asciutto. E un’altra 
cosa sapeva Piero: che suo fratello invece, ricordandosi che 
il povero babbo aveva sempre sofferto di reumatismi, temeva 
l’umidità della cappella. E adesso per un anno tutti i parenti 
e gli amici e la gente di paese si sarebbero divertiti a ripe- 
tere l’osservazione stupida di Antonio. Alla madre però non 
l’avrebbero detto per non far ridere anche lei. Non sta bene 
di ridere dei morti propri. 

« Piero » gli disse il Parolai più tardi, « senti un mo- 
mento. Volevo dirti cosa abbiamo deciso ». Parlava sottovoce, , 
e questo fece rabbia a Piero. « Non capisco » gli disse. « Par- 
la più forte ». « Abbiamo deciso, d’accordo con tua madre,, 
(donna meravigliosa. Che forza d’animo!), dunque abbiamo 
deciso che era meglio di trasportarlo in cappella adesso. Va. 


bene che in cappella c’è molto meno posto per quelli che ver: | 
ranno a rendere l’ultimo omaggio ad un uomo che tutti ri-. 
spettavano, ma... come dicevo... la cappella è più intima, più 
raccolta, vero? Più adatta allo scopo. È un luogo di preghie- 
ra, dopotutto. No? » 

«No» disse Piero. « Come no? » chiese il Parolai. « E 
allora sì ». « Non sei d’accordo? » « Sì, certo sono d’accordo. 
Siamo tutti d’accordo; persino Dio è d’accordo con noi oggi ». 
« Piero, stai male? ». «Io? Benissimo. E tu? Quei reumati- 
smi, come vanno? ». 

Ma non aveva più voglia di ridere. Diceva queste cose 
in un tono sarcastico, ma si sentiva abbandonato. « Forse » 
pensò, « hanno ragione loro. È così che si deve trattare la 
morte. E forse veramente credono che la vita non valga pro- 
prio niente, ed io, che l’ho sempre creduto, sono il solo che 
oggi afferma la volontà di vivere ». 

Pensò per un momento a tutti quegli altri morti nella 
cappella di famiglia. Ognuno di loro aveva scatenato la stessa 
confusione, messo in circolazione parole strane, inconcepibi- | 
li, come ad esempio « la Catastrofe ». Perché poi « la Cata- | 
strofe » se è proprio la cosa più normale di tutte? Avevano 
tutti svegliato la stessa conoscenza, e poi erano stati messi 
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| nei loro scaffali, come libri non letti, e la lezione era stata 
Himenticata subito. i 

Piero provò a guardare nel giardino, ma anche questo 
Pra già stato fatto. Tutti gli atti, tutti i movimenti possibili 
trano lì, vissuti, stanchi, intorno a lui, e lo aspettavano. Ogni 
oglia degli alberi ed ogni pietra del giardino stava lì al suo 
posto fuori di casa, esattamente come stavano in lui, nel suo 
»atalogo mentale. Lui poteva guardarle ad occhi chiusi, o an- 
che ad occhi aperti, perché no? Lui era lì, fra queste due 
tealtà, inesistente, quasi invisibile, come la superficie di uno 
specchio. perfetto. Ci andò lo stesso alla finestra e guardò 


ori. E vide, verso le montagne, una nuvola immensa, piena 


di buio e d’acqua, che mandava un calore pesante senza pro- 
messa di pioggia, e la luce del giorno, eliminata da quel lato 
6 el mondo, veniva invece da oriente, come se si ripetesse la 
cerimonia della mattina. Era anche questa una finzione: ri- 
cominciare il giorno a metà pomeriggio. « Già, dovrei forse 
mangiare. Nessuno me lo ha chiesto ». Poi invece gli venne 
in mente che glielo avevano chiesto e lui non aveva risposto. 


| « Per me », diceva il Parolai alla zia Tecla (e Piero non 
voleva sentirlo ma senti), « per me quel ragazzo sa qualche- 
cosa ». Gli parve strano a Piero. Cosa sapeva lui? Niente di 
niente. E questa riflessione non gli permise di capire subito 
di che parlavano quei due. Del testamento, si capisce. « Al- 
meno in biblioteca », pensò Piero, « non ci sarà nessuno ades- 
so ». Infatti il morto era già stato trasportato in cappella, e lì 
c’era rimasta, nelle tracce visibili (candelabri, fiori sfogliati 
in terra, odor di ceri) l’assenza dell’Assente. « Dottore, Dot- 
tore, venga qui un momento », disse il Parolai nel salottino 
accanto alla biblioteca. Piero guardò dalla porta socchiusa e 
vide il Parolai che si levava la giacca, e si tirava su la camicia 
mostrando al dottore un punto sotto la mammella sinistra. 
« Guardi qui », disse. « Ho un dolore proprio qui, quando 
respiro. Sarà niente? » 

Il dottore lo toccò appena con due dita e disse: « No, 
si riguardi. Questi devono essere i suoi soliti dolori interco- 
stali. Avrà preso un po’ di fresco. Si riguardi ». 
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« Grazie » disse il Parolai, e gli dette dieci lire. 
« Ma faccia il piacere, Conte », disse il dottore. 
« Lei stia zitto ». Dicendo questo il Parolai prendeva per 
il polso la mano che gli rendeva le dieci lire e la spingeva 


verso il gilet del dottore dove c’erano tante tasche. « Guardi, 
glie le dò proprio con gioia. Son spese bene ». 

Usciti loro dal salottino, c’entrö l’avvocato con Antonio: 
«Io», diceva Antonio, «ho sempre evitato lo scandalo peri 
amor di pace. Ma lasciarmi truffare da Piero adesso, no. Leii 
sa che male fece a me ed alla mamma, vero? A quello non ei: 
penso. È tutto perdonato. Ma questo è troppo. Dico bene? »; 
« Certo », diceva l’avvocato. « Certo ». 

Uscirono anche loro, e sulla porta Antonio disse: « Per-- 
ché vede, io ragiono così: chi c’era ad assisterlo ieri e star 
mani? Piero. Di noialtri nessuno ». Si interruppe e disse: « Has 
visto lì nel corridoio? Il Cappellano. Che ci fa lui qui? Chii 
lo ha chiamato? ». « Non so », disse l’avvocato, « ma non mii 
fido ». | 

Piero non voleva sentirle queste cose, lo distoglievano | 
dai suoi pensieri, non voleva saperle, e fu contento quando! 
quei due se ne andarono e chiusero la porta. Era talmente : 
stanco, che non voleva muoversi da quella sedia, almeno per” 
un poco. Ma non ebbe pace. La porta del salottino si riaprì, 
c’entrò di nuovo il Parolai col dottore. « Scusi un momento » 
diceva il Parolai. « Mi dica se ho fatto bene. Negli ultimi. 
due mesi ho seguito le sue prescrizioni con cura: due bicchie- 
ri di latte la mattina, niente salse piccanti, niente sughi. Don- 
ne non troppo, ma anche lì, che dice lei: dovrei smettere 
del tutto? ». 

« La moderazione », rispose il medico, « è sempre la mi- 
glior guida. Est modus in rebus ». « Perdio » disse il Parolai, 
poi si tappò la bocca con la mano, guardando nella direzione 
della biblioteca dove fino a poco prima c’era stato il morto, 
e quindi c’era stato anche Dio, o almeno era passato di lì. 
« Lei è proprio un gran medico », disse, « fossero tutti come 
lei, non ci sarebbero più malati ». 


Disgustatissimo, Piero tornò a rifugiarsi in camera e ci 
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ane Antonio. Pareva triste, aveva finalmente una faccia di- 
utta da un dolore autentico, e questo a Piero fece un pia- 

e immenso. Sorrise a suo fratello, come per stabilire una 
ticizia tutta nuova, che non era esistita fino a quel giorno. 

« Ah, lo sapevi già » disse Antonio. « Che cosa? » « Ha 
ciato tutto a te. Mi fa piacere per te, ecco ». « No, non 
pevo nulla » disse Piero seccato, « non me ne importa nulla. 
non ci tengo. Anzi », disse con rabbia, « io questa casa 
ledetta non la voglio ». 

Antonio lo guardò con amarezza e disse: « Già, l’unica 
sa che non è tua». « Allora », disse Piero, « va benissi- 
>. Per il resto faremo quel che vuoi ». 

' «Si, benissimo un corno. La villa l’ha lasciata alle mo- 
che ». E uscì piangendo come un bambino. « Maledetti 
‘ti » disse Piero quando fu solo. Uscì sbattendo l’uscio, per 
dare a cercare suo fratello. Dovunque passava, vedeva fac- 


| deferenti, mezzi sorrisi di congratulazione, ed altre facce 
lutto, in vero lutto. Domandò di sua madre: stava con 
vvocato nella sala da pranzo; l’avvocato uscì, chiudendo 
¡porta dietro di sé per parlare con Piero in corridoio. « La 
uazione », disse « è un po’ confusa. Ci sono molte irrego- 
larità, molte cambiali, molto disordine nell’amministrazio- 
. e pare, non sono ancora certissimo, ma pare da certi in- 
zi, che si possa supporre l’esistenza di un altro testamento. 
anche se questo testamento non si dovesse trovare, le pro- 
della sua esistenza potrebbero comunque... ». 

« Senta » gli disse Piero, «a me di queste cose non me 

importa un accidente. Voglio parlare con mia madre ». 
Non subito ». « Perché? » « Perché non può. Dia retta a 
, ora è meglio di no ». «E quando crede... che potrei? » 
Jn po’ più tardi. Povera donna, è in uno stato orribile, 
po tutto quello che ha sofferto ». « E va bene ». 

Piero si allontanò, e non sapendo dove andare finì per 
ugiarsi nel tinello, che stava dietro alla cappella, e si se- 
tte lì, con le mani sulla tavola come un bravo bambino 
e ascolta un rimprovero con vera contrizione. 

Arrivò Guido, il cameriere, in giacca bianca e guanti 
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bianchi, e lo guardò come si guarda un padrone nuovo. « Fa 
mi un caffè », gli disse Piero, si alzò da sedere, mise la : 
dia contro la tavola, e incominciò a girare in tondo per È 
stanza con le mani dietro la schiena. 


Ecco. Quel muro, lì dietro c’è la cappella. Dietro qu 
muro verde, scolorito, sul quale la luce ha fotografato la spa 
liera di tutte quelle sedie. Quel verde sporco e quelle te 
contro il muro. 

| Arrivò Guido col caffè, domandò se il signorino avreb 
gradito di mangiare qualchecosa. Guido parlava sottovoce, . 
teneva le mani inguantate di bianco sullo stomaco, come 


Sì, tutte quelle teste in fila, su tre piani di muro, 
lassù, proprio sotto il soffitto, con quella macchia di umid: 


donna incinta. « No, grazie », disse Piero. « Vai ». 


che si divide fra il soffitto ed il muro; altre due teste | | 
dietro quel calendario del 1910, tutto sporco di tempo, incre 
stato dal nero delle mosche, quella macchia lassù è la tests 
del nonno. Il nonno Scarandogi, Piero Antonio Leone Sca 
randogi, morto, anche lui, di economia: per non chiamarı 
il medico. E lì, quella macchia allungata, col profilo terribi 
le, che urla a bocca aperta contro la finestra, quella è È 
nonna. E quell’altra laggiù, quasi allo zoccolo del muro 
la zia Rolandina, morta di undici anni, prima di diventar 
zia; quella di cui la lapide dice: ROLANDINA SCARANDOG 
TANTO BRAVA E BUONA FIGLIOLINA... e poi la desert 
zione della crudele malattia e della grande rassegnazione co 
cui la sopportò. 


Certo, non possono essere le teste a fare quelle macchi 
strane. Non possono essere le teste. È l’avarizia di famiglia 
che impedisce ai vivi di proteggere i morti nei loro appat 
tamenti bui. 

Piero lo sapeva benissimo che non erano i morti, lo sa 
peva da sempre. Ma parevano teste, quelle macchie, le testi 
di quei morti che facevano forza contro il muro per uscir 
di lì, e si spremevano in pensieri: i pensieri dei morti. P 
questo Piero da bambino aveva avuto tanta paura di dormi 
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ppo vicino al muro: la paura che il muro lo facesse mo- 
, succhiandogli i pensieri. 

A Adesso toccherebbe a me di far accomodare il tetto, 
2 non ci piova dentro ». 

. Antonio non poteva restarci. Troppo stanco di piangere. 
‚mamma anche lei non poteva. Troppo aveva sofferto, sem- 
2 facendosi forza per non piangere. Il medico le fece una 
ezione per calmarla e le ordinò di andare a letto subito. 
vinia, lei si, che ci sarebbe stata volentieri a vegliare suo 
dre, ma, poveretta, era divisa fra l’idea del dovere ver- 
il morto e del dovere verso i vivi. C’era la mamma che 
voleva accanto a sé, con la promessa che non andasse via 
po che lei si era addormentata. Quindi niente da fare. 
1 c'erano le monache, che già da ore stavano in cappella 


‘macinavano preghiere fino fino coi loro denti esperti. 
indi tutto era a posto. 
Piero fece il suo primo atto da padrone: disse che non 
‘voleva in cappella. La Giusta, l’Artemisia, Guido, e poi 
‘Conte Parolai che fu chiamato subito, e il dottore, che 
va ancora li, e la zia Tecla, erano tutti contrari. « Non 
pu, non si può assolutamente. Non c’è ragione, e poi, 
me si fa a dirglielo? ». « Si fa benissimo » rispose Piero. 
ji dice grazie mille, tornate domattina, e si mandano via 
n l’automobile di Antonio ». 
| «E in cappella? » 

« Ci resto io ». 
«Ma tu sei stanco », disse la zia Tecla duramente. « Non 
fa bene. Sei stato sveglio tutta la notte ieri, sei più stanco 
i noi. Persino io son troppo stanca, Piero ». « Ci resto io 
basta. Non abbiate paura. Non cerco il testamento ». 
| Questa frase di Piero non fu sentita da nessuno. Non la 
cettarono. La Carità Cristiana li tenne buoni, e specialmen- 
la zia Tecla si congratulò con se stessa per esser stata tanto 
ava, ma si promise pure di concedersi in seguito, a tombe 
iuse, alcune piccole soddisfazioni morali contro il nipote. 
Ci penso io », disse, « ad avvertir le suore ». E ci andò lei. 
fu così che le suore, avvertite, andarono a sedersi nello 
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stanzino di deposito fra la cappella e la cucina, e di lì facil: 
mente potevano sentire tutto, e sentirono tutto, (non che se 
lo aspettassero, quel che sentirono; nemmeno la zia Tecla 
poteva immaginarlo), e poi testimoniarono più tardi quando. 
l’eredità fu messa in discussione. Ma questi sono dettagli che 


non interessano. 


IV 


Dunque Piero, padrone dell’immensa fortuna Scarando- 
gi, unico successore di suo padre, andò in cappella solo, come ' 
per ringraziare chi gli aveva lasciato tutto quel ben di Dio. | 


Andò in cappella e si sedette lì, stanco, più stanco della 
morte. Strano pensiero che gli venne. Non si era fatto il se- 
gno della croce entrando; perché non lo faceva mai. Ma, 
non sapendo come salutare quell’ombra lì distesa con la testa 
affondata fra i fiori e il naso alto (« fiuta le nuvole », pensò), 
si alzò improvvisamente dalla sua sedia, e inchinandosi un 
poco, si segnò con gran cura, come per misurare le distanze 
fra fronte e sterno, spalla e spalla. Poi si sedette e incomin- 
ciò a guardare la faccia di suo padre, facendo un viso molto 
serio, per mettersi in ascolto. Ebbe un momento di delu- 
sione, quel tipo di delusione che si ha quando si è dimen- 
ticato qualchecosa a casa e siamo già lontani per la strada. 
Si trattava di questo: che avrebbe preferito molto veglia- 
re qualcun altro, qualunque altra persona sconosciuta, non 
suo padre. Si consolò, per non lasciarsi disturbare nella me- 
ditazione. Si consolò pensando che, forse, se avesse veglia- 
to un estraneo, sarebbe stato distratto dal desiderio di sapere 
chi era stato questo morto in vita sua, che cosa aveva fatto, 
mentre così questa curiosità non c’era. Piero sapeva tutto di 
suo padre, e non trovava niente che meritasse la minima cu- 
riosità. Proprio niente. E questo viso bianco col naso che 
fiutava le nuvole, non gli diceva niente. Ecco. A questo punto 
qualcosa lo colpì. Proprio quel niente, quel silenzio che an- 
cora usciva dalla faccia del morto. | 

« Come primo commento alla vita vista dal di fuori, a 
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¡certo meglio di qualunque pensiero. E poi, possiamo pren- 
iderlo come ci pare: possiamo considerarlo una forma di di- 
sapprovazione completa, o una forma di disprezzo dalla par- 
te di quelli che sanno per noi che non sappiamo ancora, o 
anche come un segno che non c’è niente da dire sulla vita, 
| proprio niente ». 


Con l’alternarsi di queste ipotesi Piero leggeva la grande 


| la faccia del padre. Poi il silenzio cadde dalla faccia del mor- 
to, e riprese il suo posto naturale fra le cose che gli stavano 
iintorno: andò sotto le sedie, nel legno delle sedie, nel pa- 
vimento, su per i muri, passando dietro a tutte quelle iscri- 
zioni, e poi si scatenò dentro i cubicoli, passò dentro le ossa 
di tutti quegli altri morti, entrò nelle inferriate della fine- 


3 il gran disprezzo, la grande indifferenza sul- 
| stra, e lì stranamente si fermò. Non passò oltre, non andò di 


i fuori: quest'uomo non era morto là fuori, dove non era mai 
stato vivo. Là fuori viveva invece una grande minaccia, un 
i buio senza fine, e il fiato caldo, meteorologico di quella im- 


| 

mensa nube da tempesta che Piero aveva visto arrivare in ci- 

| ma alle montagne nel tardo pomeriggio. Le grosse foglie dure, 
finte, verniciate delle magnolie denunciarono il vento che 

| dormiva nell’aria. E i grilli che russavano forte, fecero invi- 
dia a Piero. 

Quelle candele gli davano una noia immensa. Le spense, 

: ad una ad una. Poi nel buio incominciò a riconoscere gli 

| oggetti che avevano assorbito il silenzio del morto, e gli 

| tornò in mente di aver spesso pensato quando era ragazzo: 


| « Che cosa mai succede in una stanza dove non c’è nessuno? » 


E gli era sempre parsa una cosa impossibile a sapersi. Ades- 
_ so lo sapeva. C’era qui un interprete che conosceva le due 
lingue: quell’uomo lì disteso. era un oggetto; anzi, un og- 


| getto nuovo. 
C’erano lì in un angolo due vasi da fiori di porcellana 
- smaltati di bianco, con righe nere in cima e in fondo, ed 
una croce nera in mezzo: vasi per fiori in lutto. Uno di que- 
sti vasi era rotto e il pezzo rotto giaceva lì in terra: l’ogget- 
to nato da un oggetto. Poi c’era un vecchio mobile di casa, 
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a grandi cassettoni, nel quale c’erano gli effetti personali de 
morti: candele, panni neri, paramenti da prete, lampade f 
nerarie, incenso, stoppe per le lampade ad olio e libri 
preghiere. 

Scricchiolare del legno, contrazione delle ossa. Un p 
di paura gli fece, di trovarsi lì in mezzo a questa inte 
tra gli oggetti che si adattavano a chissà quali segrete condi 
zioni atmosferiche. « Ora qualche cosa sta finendo di sgoccia 
lare in qualcos'altro ». Ci si immagina sempre in un mod 
o in un altro l’anatomia del nostro interno. Viaggio verse 
le cose. L’eco di tutto quello che è successo prima, coma 
l’eco di una fucilata che si ripete dieci volte finché si perdi 
tra i sassi del torrente, in fondo alla valle. Questa è la mori 
te silenziosa che incomincia. Tutta questa roba qui che yz 
sotto il nome di organismo è ancora buona, solo non pus 
più funzionare insieme. Se si facesse im tempo a ripararr 
il danno, come pretendono di fare i medici, e alle volte, pes 
sbaglio, ci riescono, si avrebbe di nuovo la vita, che poi è 
una congiura reciproca: le parti del corpo si tengono vive # 
vicenda. Si fanno prestiti di energia, si aiutano a resistere: 
Compromesso. Già, compromesso. Il compromesso quindi sai 
rebbe veramente la legge della vita. Tutta quella gentaccis 
che gli parlava sempre della necessità del compromesso avreb: 
be quindi più ragione di Piero. Ma quando entra la morte 
piano piano, invade tutto, sciupa tutto. Piero si sentiva con: 
tento che qualche cosa vincesse il compromesso. Era d’accor- 
do con la morte, lui. 

Altro segnale dalle magnolie nel giardino. Un odore d: 
terra bagnata in luoghi lontanissimi. 

Fra poco pioverà. E pensare che stamattina ancora fa- 
ceva tanto male morire: un vero scandalo morale e fisico, 
urli, espressioni di terrore, paure e pianti, l’uomo ricchissi- 
mo che conservava tutto incominciava a perdere. E adesso 
che hanno vinto quelli di là, quanto lavoro c’è ancora da 
fare. Ed avviene a faccia serena perché è rotta la congiura 
Ciò che marcisce nello stomaco o nel cuore non riguarda 
più l’espressione degli occhi o il cervello con le idee. Ma no: 
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ES 
uesta non è la morte silenziosa, questa è la morte vera, an- 


he se scricchiola soltanto come un mobile, fa più rumore 
lell’altra. L’altra avviene ancora tutta nell’illusione, in casa 
ostra, nella forma umana che conosciamo. E che rumore 
a? Poca gente muore urlando, ed anche quello poi cos’è? 
loce umana. Roba della vita, niente che venga di qui, dal di 
uori, dove c’è tanto da imparare. Che vili. Se ne vanno 
‚lo lasciano qui solo a farsi depredare di tutto. Perché? Se 
ogliono notizie, quale luogo migliore di questo? Ma gli 
‚dori? Sì, gli odori uccidono ogni illusione. Dicono che par- 
arne è sconvenienza. La villania del morto. Morire è tradi- 
nento. Chi esce dalla società segreta deve essere subito man- 
ato via, esiliato, dimenticato, prima che possa persuadere 
Itri a seguire il suo esempio. 

+ E il veleno? Gia. Il veleno. Virus cadavericum. 
E 
© rimaste, a Niccolo. Virus che ¿ neutro nonostante la de- 


Questa era una delle poche nozioni di latino che gli era- 


inenza in us. Virus, vulgus e pelagus. « Ricordati, son tre ». 
I solo insegnamento che Niccolò avesse mai dato a suo fi- 
Lio, un giorno tanti anni fa, d'estate, mentre Piero si pre- 
varava agli esami di ottobre in latino. Virus, vulgus e pelagus, 
re neutri. E Piero poi ci aveva preso sette agli esami orali, 
olamente per questo. « Sì, sì, me ne ricordo » — disse. Un 
eleno terribile, una cosa viva, più viva di noi. Quando era 
u in soffitta a morire, non ci avrebbe avvelenato il sangue 
e lo avessimo toccato con un dito graffiato. Ora invece è 
liventato potentissimo. Guai a toccarlo. Che proselitismo, ap- 
ena giunto in quel mondo di là. Perché la morte uccide, 
= assorbe, mentre la vita non vivifica nulla. Serve a 
lir bugie e a far buffonate, a dare l’illusione di se stessa 
. questi colpi secchi che escono dal legno e a quelli che dal 
orpo del morto rispondono. Anche tu le hai sentite le bugie 
; devi averle viste le buffonate nostre, e ne vedrai molte di 
iù domani. E le fiamme della decomposizione? Fanno luce. 
| chi avrebbe mai creduto che uno come te potesse fare da 
olo tutte queste fiamme? Ce lo avessero detto ieri, ci sarebbe 


embrato impossibile, e di pessimo gusto. E invece le sai 
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fare, perché sei già uscito dalla congiura, e già disonorate 
E tutti questi colpi strani? Cosa sono? Demolizione della cz 
sa, la nascita dei sassi dalla morte dei muri. Non li sentiti 


voi, questi picconi che demoliscono la casa inabitata? Vi 
che dormite su, non li sentite? Stanno distruggendo il luog 
della congiura, questa casa che non ha mai servito a niente 
E quelli che verranno in cappella domattina, a farsi dar 
una lezione di umiltà in latino? Memento quia pulvis es 
Se vedessero questo, non sarebbe difficile imparare. Anzi, not 
si dimentica una lezione come questa. Memento quia es qua 
lunque cosa: cattivi odori, fiamme azzurre, sostanze strani 
e liquide che stanno lì dei mesi. Ci vuole tempo prima ¢ 
arrivare alla polvere, certo è più decoroso parlare solo de: 
la polvere, dato che non si può evitare di menzionare que 
che si diventa, è meno sconveniente parlare di polvere. M 
loro non lo vogliono sapere. Vogliono aver solo i buoni effett 
del sapere. Per questo se lo faranno dire domattina in cappe: 
la, in un latino incomprensibile, pieno di polvere ancH 
quello, e le canne dell’organo saranno messe in moto coi pu 
dali, per pompare le lacrime dai nostri cuori asciutti. E pex 
sando alla villa che non avranno, e all’eredità che mi contes 
deranno, forse riusciranno a piangere. Non si domanderanm 
mai che cosa può valere questa roba, se persino un avaro ce 
me te non l’ha portata via. No, questo non lo capiranno. Pes 
ché poi c’è l’offesa, che in questo vuoto qui, dove sta tutt 
questa roba in confusione, fu fatto oltraggio alla nostra dignit 
di uomini: ne morì uno, proprio uno di noi. E gran discorsi 
se fu meritato o no, se sia da considerare prova o punizion 
o avvertimento. Tanto, sia in un caso che nell’altro, non ve 
gliamo saperlo. Conserveremo il corpo del delitto, perch 
questo tu sei, il corpo del delitto, a memoria perenne. Pa 
moriranno quelli che vollero la memoria perenne, e quell 
che verranno dopo avranno altre memorie perenni da amm 
nistrare. Quindi restate tutti qui, con le teste nel muro, a 
ingombrare il mondo, libri chiusi, esperimenti chimici no 


eseguiti alla luce del sole. | 


Piero non si era accorto che queste cose le aveva tut 
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‘dette lui, ad alta voce. Se ne accorse perché qualcosa l’in- 


Berar dal di fuori; una canzone stupida, con parole stu- 
‘pidamente oscene, che per anni aveva sentito dalle lavandaie 


lai fossi, e che gli aveva sempre fatto rabbia perché la me- 
‘lodia non era brutta, gli arrivava ora, interrotta ogni tanto 
‘dal campanello di una bicicletta. Ebbe un momento di tri- 


stezza, si sentì sciogliere la gola, ma capì subito che la tri- 


stezza apparteneva a quella voce lì: ignorava quel morto ed 
lignorava lui. Passata la bicicletta Piero restò senza dolore, 
‘senza l’ombra di un sentimento, nemmeno il sonno gli vo- 


i leva venire. E così venne il giorno. 
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VERSI PER R. 


I 


Da poco mi sono perduta di vista 

Jeri ancora era mattina 

L’albero dell’orto parlava con molta saggezza 
Di cose che ricordo a pena. 


Così tra sapere e non sapere 

E tra volere e non volere 

La corsa delle risa e il passo del silenzio 
Così appena riconosciuta 


Da poco mi sono guardata 
Jeri ancora era mattina. 


E i confini del mio potere 
La misura della mia mano 
Acque e terre del mio corpo 
Un uomo m’ha raccontato. 


Dov'era vento è stata parola 
E dove fuga è stata pazienza 
A passo dei giorni la morte 
Ormai cortese cammina. 
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Ma quant’é che mi sono lasciata 
Jeri ancora era mattina. 


Potrei esaltarlo distruggerlo 
Di tanto m’é il cuore cresciuto 
Sciogliere il suo nodo muto 
E invece non so che guardarlo. 


Potrei scuoterlo dal mio seno 
Perché tornasse ad essere un altro 
Ma suo è il mio pianto di notte 
E le radici che mi trattengono 


E jeri ancora era mattina 
Quando mi sono dimenticata. 


— Ma tu mia gloria, misura d’umiltà 
Donna mia eguale perdonami 

Se t’ho insegnato il tempo 

Che ci porta lontani. 


Jeri ancora era mattina 
Ero solo nel mio giardino. 


II 


Per questa luce che rimane guardo 

Le gru di ferro ferme sopra i tegoli 
Delle case e dico: questo è autunno 
Queste ringhiere di ruggine. 


Molte volte così sotto la lampada 

Mentre fuori fa notte sono stato 
Tremando. Antiche grida odo che gridano 
Ragazzi, dal pendìo dell’anno. 


451 


FRANCO FORTINI 


Che bene, che ritorno o che dolori 

Volessi allora, non so. Quel che ora i 
Vedo, so: una sera tutta chiusa 

Di domenica. Una unica sorte. 


Da altre stanze, violini bruni al fuoco 
Fine della radio. Viene chi aspetta 

Con me. Non ho che quella mano stretta 
Alla mia. Poco a poco quieta. 


III 


E tu dammi la mano 

La cara mano tua che mi consola. 
Cammina ancora innanzi a me per l’ultimo 
Tremito, prima della benda. Cela 

Con la persona il segno, 

L’apparecchio di legno e fiele, l’umida 
Scarpata in un mattino d’altri. E veda 

Te che sai e sorridi. 


IV 


È corta la luce 

Finisce l’estate 

Anche queste mie parole 
Si sono affaticate 

E non so come dire 
Che ti voglio bene. 


Ma se l’inverno è nero 
Un fuoco lo faremo 

Se questa sera è sola 
Se non ci sono amici 
Se la speranza è vuota 
Resteremo insieme. 
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Tanto perso è quel giorno 
Quando t'ho conosciuta 

E dov’é quella veste che avevi. 
Ma in te vedo com’ero 

Non so altro nel mondo 

Ma noi siamo vicini 

E se ti guardo, appena 

Odo gemere gli anni. 


V 


Si può ancora disperdersi, schiarite 
Dei mesi incerti, soli obliqui. 

Si può ancora volare per la vostra 
Polvere tenera, schiarite. 


Di rado il profondo su querce e vasche d’iride 
Eliso azzurro meditando posa 

E un chiù persuade il viale roseo 

Che l’affanno può sparire. 


Ma gioventù ci aspetta in una sera 
Di calme stille dai rami e di passi 
Incerti. Una leggera chiara sera 
Avremo ragione degli anni. 


SESTINA A FIRENZE 


Sempre all’inverno delle torri un fiore 
Si posa appena aprile apre la terra 
Con la sua fronda d’aria e fila argento 
Al riso desolato delle sale 

Alle armi dei chiostri. Un fiore d’erba 
D'aliti cauti anima le. pietre. 
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Sterili adolescenti mute pietre 

Più del variare dei nuvoli in fiore 
E della virti breve d’ogni erba 
Che odora le stagioni della terra 
Foste per me scienza d’amaro sale 
Torri impenetrabili d’argento. 


Dinnanzi a voi nelle sere d’argento 
Volli eguagliare in me le pure pietre 
Essere asciutto scintillio di sale 
Perfetta forma limpida di fiore 
Senz’ombre di radici, senza terra 
Senza perire più come fa l’erba. 


E invece la virtù breve dell’erba 

È quanto ora mi resta, il breve argento 
Che profuma le sere della terra 

Sui carri del tramonto. Alle tue pietre 
Città amara mi guidi ora che il fiore 
Eterno al freddo delle torri sale. 


Ritorno e in cima alla memoria sale 
Quel tempo e ne sorrido. Solo un’erba 
Sono, null’altro, che lieta del fiore 
Sibila rade sillabe d’argento 

Al vento inaridito delle pietre 

E in pace aspetta l’ombra della terra. 


Solo con questa ombra alla mia terra 
Posso tornare e alle deserte sale 

Dei templi e delle logge dove il fiore 
Di Firenze scolora antico e l’erba 
Parla dei morti fra i marmi d’argento. 
Per questa pace senza invidia, pietre, 


Fate che quando a me taccia la terra 
Altri possa sapere come sale 
Sempre all’inverno delle torri un fiore. 
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UNA NOTTE CON LA LUNA 


| Il racconto deve muoversi come la luce di un lume den- 
i tro le parti vaste e complesse di una intera città. Cosa può 
| fare un semplice lume in questo ammasso di vite, di fatti, di 
case, di strade? Non basterebbe tutta la vita di un uomo, a 


tentare una simile cosa. Ma un poco di luce, anche un piccolo 
lume, la potrà sempre portare sulle vicende e sui sentimenti 
. di alcuni esseri umani, scelti a rappresentare la lieve o l’aspra 
fatica di vivere di qualche uomo nel corpo irraggiungibile di 
una grande città, in un tempo limitato, in uno spazio limi- 
tato. Bisognerà quindi tagliare fuori, dal groviglio di strade 
e di case di codesta città, un pezzo di essa, una fetta di quar- 
tiere urbano, o addirittura una casa, con quel tanto di inte- 
ressi umani e di avvenimenti che a una casa, o a una fami- 
glia restano attaccati, come dei muri smozzicati e sospesi, e 
interrotti. La guerra, abbiamo visto, sa compiere di questi 
sezionamenti, e amputazioni. E lì dentro, in quel pezzo di 
mondo, uguale e identico a tutto il resto di mondo degli 
uomini, muovere la luce regolata dal nostro piccolo lume. 
Il quartiere, da cui ritagliare in immaginazione il pezzo 
d’abitato coi suoi abitanti, è quello contenuto fra la Porta 
Ravegnana, cioè le Due Torri, e la piazzetta di Santo Siefa- 
no. A quel tempo si chiamava ancora delle Sette Chiese. Un 
casamento di colore rosso, brutto ma affettuoso, raccordava 
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le Chiese con il fianco della Strada di Santo Stefano. Il casa- 
mento, ora sparito, abbattuto da una stupida civiltà, era bu- 
cato all’interno da un lungo cortile rettangolare. Il casamen- 
to, a forma di elle, conteneva abitazioni, botteghe, magaz- 
zini, cantine, scale, ripostigli, invasi da polvere, muffa, ra- 
gnatele, lame di sole, angoli d’ombra, che risuonano ancora, 
dentro di me, in un accordo inobliabile. Sul portone d’in- 
gresso, di un antico legno marrone come quello di strumento 
musicale, erano le stanzucce del portinaio. Il portinaio, dai 
grossi baffi grigi orizzontali, risuonava in ogni ora dei colpi 
sulle forme da scarpe. I suoi forti occhi bianchi uscivano dal 
buco buio per salutare le massaie, e le servette di passaggio. 
Svoltando, ecco la casa e la bottega del fornaio. Il padrone 
del forno era un musicista, e maestro d’organo in chiesa. Sor- 
tivano le dolci ondose note dei sacri inni dalle volte basse 
d’ombra insieme all’odore mattutino del pane fresco, riem- 
pivano lo'spazio silenzioso del cortile, salivano alle stanze, 
alle cucine di sopra, tra l’indifferenza di tutti. Le notti d’e- 
state, quando la luna allagava di un bianco latte il cortile 
abbandonato, improvvisi accenti, disperati ed esaltanti come 
parole d’amore portate dall’acqua di un fiume, occupavano 
l’aria pesante e vuota. Il maestro gonfio di insonnia, rim- 
boccate le bianche maniche di mugnaio, attaccava l’Appas- 
sionata. Tumultuava il cortile d’ignote passioni. Il calzolaio, 
il tappezziere, il doratore di cornici, si rigiravano sudati nel 
loro letto, e allungando i piedi fuori del lenzuolo, pensavano 
in fretta: « È il maestro ». Poi si riaddormentavano. 

Io invece venivo alla finestra della mia camera. Per il 
caldo, usavo di mettere il cuscino verso i piedi del letto, così 
ero vicino alla finestra. Mi misi a guardare nel cortile, com- 
pletamente bianco per la luna. Così vidi muoversi qualcosa 
di scuro, come un sasso, sulle lastre di macigno. Al primo, 
seguì un altro oggetto. S’incamminavano alla porta di casa del 
maestro. Erano dei grossi topi. La musica, che non s’interrom- 
peva nelle stanze del fornaio, mi portò, come sempre ha fat- 
to in me, non tanto a penetrare nella propria qualità, quan- 
to a servirmene, a scivolarvi sopra,. per raggiungere miei pen- 
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\ 
ieri o sentimenti lontani da essa. Credo che fossi innamo- 
‘ato, ma con giusta misura, e senza impazienza, come suc- 
lede da giovani. Rivolgevo l’idea della mia esistenza, assai 
incerta in quel tempo; cioè non bene chiarita, né decisa in 
ae. I giovani non hanno fretta. E in mezzo mettevo il ri- 
ordo, i discorsi con amici, delle sere prima. Cosi fantasti- 
avo, senza oggetto preciso nella mente. La melodia cessò, se- 
quita da tonfi, trapestio di passi per le stanze del forno. La 
vorta si spalancò. Il maestro, in maglia e mutande di cotone 
Jianco, usciva nel cortile tirando qualcosa che inciampava sul 
jradino, nel marciapiede. Erano due trappole, come due cas- 
ette di legno, legate ad una cordicella. Giunto nel cortile, si 
ermava. Metteva vicine le due grosse trappole. Si chinava 
id osservare i topi, che battevano contro il legno e il filo 
li ferro. Lì li lasciava, volgendosi tranquillo a cercare la luna, 
the stava adesso, come un grande disco di carta, presso il 
‚ampanile di Santo Stefano. Così mi scorgeva, affacciato alla 


| 


inestra; salutava con voce calma, quasi per non disturbare. 


Íncrociate le braccia sul petto grasso e rotondo: « Sono quelli 
li ieri sera », mi disse. « Ieri sera non c’erano andati. Ma 
)ggi avevo caricato le trappole col formaggio. Il formaggio va 
neglio delle cotiche. M’hanno forato dei sacchi di farina, Ma 
o li aspettavo. Stanotte dovevano ritornare, avevo lasciato 
‘a porta in fessura. Suonavo qualcosa, lei avrà sentito. Beetho- 
ven mi piace. E poi vedevo questa luna piena. Io non ho mai 
sonno. Ma mi dica bene: è lei che scrive? Ho visto sul Gior- 
nale del Mattino ». Si continuava così, lui a parlare, io a 
rispondere piano. Mio padre e mia madre dormivano lì vi- 
cino. Poi ci si dava la buona notte. 

Ma non è facile riprendere sonno quando si è stati svegli 
a lungo in una notte di luna. Si è perduta la nozione del tem- 
po. Verrebbe voglia di uscire, e di camminare per la città. 
Ritornato sul letto, mettevo e cavavo il lenzuolo ad ogni mo- 
mento. Il caldo era insopportabile, e metteva la mente in uno 
stato di veglia e d’attenzione, come di giorno. È allora che 
ritornano i pensieri e gli atti della giornata, come ingranditi, 
insieme a ciò che ci è stato spiacevole o doloroso da soppor- 
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tare. Pensavo adesso al lavoro di mio padre, che avrebbe pa 
tuto essere anche il mio lavoro per la vita intera, come eri 
stato per lui. Noi saremo gli ultimi a patire e sacrificarci pe 
l’eredità degli affetti famigliari. Non sapevo decidere, se pet 
lui il lavoro destinato fosse stato gradito, o penoso. Ricorda: 
vo di avergli sentito dire dei debiti pagati affannosamente: 
giorno per giorno, anno per anno, per farne altri con cui com 
tinuare, come in un giuoco disperato, il lavoro indispensabili 
alla famiglia. Come si alza il sole, ogni mattina, come trai 
monta ogni sera. In mezzo, non vi era che la traccia illm 
minata delle sue scappate, di qualche scampagnata durata fi 
no al lunedì, e delle brevi, romantiche avventure della sua 
passione politica concepita, soprattutto, come fedeltà agli ami 
ci. Finite sempre, queste ultime, con danno per la sua pic 
cola azienda, e col batticuore e il brontolio di mia madre 
Dei suoi lavori, delle intraprese commerciali, dei rischi & 
piccolo imprenditore con poco credito, egli parlava col ta 
no nostalgico e favoloso dei narratori dell’ottocento. Mastr« 
don Gesualdo in povere proporzioni. Quando ricordava i cai 
loriferi da lui costruiti con due operai suoi compagni in ua 
castello di nobile famiglia a San Felice sul Panaro: venivi 
il conte padrone, amico di Marco Minghetti, a trovarlo ii 
fondo alle cantine insieme al fattore che recava la fiasca & 
vino impagliata e il cestello dei fichi verdi, proclamando cow 
grande rispetto, rivolto ai suoi famigliari: « Questi sono gl 
operai moderni ». La contessa invitava, il sabato sera, mio pa 
dre a bere un bicchierino di vinsanto, mentre il marito com 
tava la paga agli operai. Tutti ritornavano in città in bici 
cletta mentre il sole, tramontando dietro il colle di San Luca: 
tingeva la basilica e il portico ricurvo di rosso. Ricordande 
questo, e altri tempi della sua vita di lavoro, mio padre 
sembrava felice. Ne parlava con un piccolo tono, compiaciute 
e modesto, di operaio all’osteria. Io cercavo di guardare ne: 
mio destino, senza tuttavia propormi, e illudermi, di farlo 
diverso da quello di lui. Quella notte, in cui sembrava vane 
voler dormire, egli venne da me, in mutande, con la sui 
testa calva, nella luce fredda della luna. 
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«Non dormi? » mi chiese. 

« Ti avevo sentito: sei andato alla finestra. Cosa dice il 
‚nostro fornaio amico di Beethoven? Poveretto! Anche lui fa 
quello che può. Di tutti i tipi da sagrestia che stanno qui 
dentro, dev'essere il meno peggio. Ha la sua musica... Anche 


rio, sai, non ho voglia di dormire. E poi, ti dirò, pensavo 
tanche a te ». 


« À me? ». 

« Noi non ci parliamo mai. Quando eri un bambino: 
nelle nostre passeggiate della domenica, a Paderno, a Gaibola, 
alla Pieve del Pino, io chiacchieravo sempre. Chissà, se tu 
ricorderai tutte le mie storie? Quella volta che andammo alla 
fiera di Pontecchio: e io ti cantavo, al ritorno, I regali del 


Al mi pa-pà l’è andae a la fi-ra... 


Adesso è un’altra cosa. Tu sei un uomo, E forse ci co- 
‘nosciamo così poco. Tu stai coi tuoi amici. So appena quel 
‘poco di te che mi dicono gli altri. Credi, ci conosciamo ben 
Ipoco. L’officina; l’officina », ripeté facendo appena la voce 
più grave, «è quello che è. È stata tutta la mia vita, Non ho 
fatto molto. Ma insomma! Ho fatto quello che dovevo per te 
‘e la mamma. Tua madre... no; volevo dire, l’officina sarà 
‘un giorno la stessa cosa per te. No, non lo credo. Non lo so. 
Lasciami dire. Io sono nato operaio. Non potevo mica fare 
un’altra cosa. Ti pare? Del resto, da trent’anni, ci viviamo; 
bene o male ci viviamo. Ci sono stati tempi brutti. Tu forse 
non te ne ricordi. Te ne ricordi? Mi dispiace. Ho fatto quello 
che potevo. Soprattutto, questo ho fatto: tu hai studiato, e 
puoi studiare ancora. Farai quello che credi. Ricordati che 
là dentro », e rivolse il viso nella direzione della piazza di 
Santo Stefano, « là dentro io ho passato dei momenti diffi- 
cili. Non vorrei che anche tu... Vedi, noi non siamo affaristi. 
Tua madre me l’ha ripetuto tante volte... Io avevo la poli- 
tica; e non so cosa. Tu hai la poesia nella testa. Siamo fatti 
così. Io avevo dei ricordi, e non so cosa. Forse la buona pazzia 
di tuo nonno, e un poco della sua inquietudine. Mi ricordavo 
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della nostra miseria, Sono cose che non si dimenticano. più, . 
E di quando, ragazzo, andavo con mio padre a lavorare pert 
i paesi del Garda. Ci pagavano con pane e formaggio e um: 
litro. di vino a testa. Il nonno, alla sera, ballava nel prate: 
dell’osteria. Cantava le canzoni di Desenzano. Tutti erano con-: 
tenti. Quando ne siamo saltati fuori, dalla miseria, ci si pen-» 
sava sempre; e pareva d’aver tradito qualcuno. Ma queste: 
sono cose d’altri tempi ». 

Era venuto vicino alla finestra. Vidi che guardava qual-: 
cosa. Erano le trappole dei topi del fornaio. Si muovevano: 
piano, poi forte, saltando lievemente dentro se stesse. I due: 
topi non si rassegnavano. E quei due oggetti di legno, strana»: 
mente animati e viventi, in quel silenzio notturno fatto piüi 
intenso dalla luce della luna, parevano far parte di una po-- 
vera rappresentazione di magia da fiera. Battevano, a turno,; 
sulle lastre del cortile. Mio padre sorrideva. Il biancore lu-- 
nare stendendosi oltre le case nel cielo allungava all'infinito: 
l’orizzonte, illudendo quasi in una vastità nuova, come è guar-- 
dando da una spiaggia verso il mare. Un mare di luce bianca. . 

« Il maestro », riprese mio padre che era venuto a se-: 
dersi ai piedi del mio letto, « il maestro ha fatto una buona: 
caccia... Ma si parlava di noi; anzi di te. Cerchiamo che noni 
si svegli tua madre. Ci saranno, di nuovo, dei tempi duri., 
Qualcosa sta cambiando, nel mondo, e noi, col nostro socia-- 
lismo, non pensavamo a questo. Figurati, se io non conosco: 
i signori, e l’orgoglio di chi comanda. Ma, da questo nuovo: 
mondo, vedo alzarsi volti di un egoismo feroce. Gli uominii 
non sognano più: mandano in clinica chi sogna. Tu cosa fa-- 
rai? Ho paura per te. L’officina vuol dire svegliarsi ognii 
giorno, e pensare che tutto è da ricominciare. La vita duras 
una giornata; così ti addormenti alla sera, come se fosse l’ul-- 
tima volta. Tu hai della fantasia, si vede dai tuoi occhi in-: 
certi; tu sogni sulla carta, e quando lucidi un disegno. Io soi 
che bisogna pensare solo alle dimensioni del disegno, perché: 
di li viene il guadagno. Cerca di restare un uomo libero. Non: 
dipendere da nessuno: altrimenti dovrai soffrire troppo. Tui 
non potrai. Io ero più forte di te, quando ho cominciato. Mi 
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accontentavo di meno: solo di lavorare; e questo mi pareva 


che fosse libertà, dignità. Voi giovani siete di un altro 
empo ». 


| 
ES Anch'io », lo interruppi, «credo di non chiedere al- 
tro ». 


7 _ «Non è vero. Voi capirete altre cose, le vedete già. Noi 
(eravamo i primi uomini, dopo secoli in cui la vita voleva 
dire: pane, la fame soddisfatta, un paio di scarpe una volta 
anno. Non ti pare che sia da ridere? Ma gli uomini, da 
tempo, hanno scoperto, come in un sogno, la felicità. Ne 
ivogliono la loro parte. Chi gliela potrà togliere? È un pane 
‚che dura di più. Dammi retta: segui la tua fantasia. Qui è 
‘un vecchio mondo. Non fa per voi giovani. Soffriresti troppo. 
Potrai lavorare, anche lottare: ma sarà un’altra cosa. Al- 
‘lora vorrai anche più bene agli altri. Tu devi essere un altro 
‘uomo, diverso da me, Io ti ho avvisato... ». 


>. Si era alzato dai piedi del mio letto; era tornato presso 
la finestra. Si sentì, in quel momento, aprire lo sportello 
‚del portone di strada. Dei passi e delle voci passarono sul 
marciapiede del cortile. 

I « Sono i lavoranti del forno. Saranno già le quattro. 
i Vengono ogni mattina prima dell’alba. È il loro lavoro. An- 
¡che loro come i topi: per mangiare ». 

> Si voltò verso di me; e il volto non si scorgeva più, nel- 
Vombra della stanza. Incrociò le braccia sul petto ampio, 
chiuso nella maglia di cotone. 

«Io ti ho avvisato. Te lo volevo dire da tempo. Solo a 
mio figlio potevo dirlo. Io tirerò avanti. Ho qualche vecchio 
amico, come me, senza troppe speranze per noi. Per farci co- 
raggio si chiacchiera: parliamo di politica, dicono loro. Sono 
le nostre malinconie. Mi piace, non proprio parlare di poli- 
tica, ma viverci vicino e dentro. Parlarne anche, ma solo con 
quelli che all’ancirca sono dalla mia parte, con quelli che ci 
sono stati, e torneranno ad esserci. Perché una passione poli- 
tica è anche un sentimento di affetto, e di amore; e un giorno 
ci si ritorna. Io provo il bisogno di voler bene a qualcuno. 
Anche in politica ho bisogno di affezionarmi a dei visi, a 
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degli occhi, a delle persone che mi siano state vicine 
momento, con cui ci siamo guardati, toccati, con cui si è pro». 
vato speranza, o illusione, rancore, o vergogna. Come quan: 
do, lavorando in un lavoro materiale, faticoso, bestiale, si €: 
sudato, gridato, e riso insieme, dopo finito il lavoro. Le fe-. 
derazioni di operai, la società di mutuo soccorso: tu non saii 
come era bello! Noi si faceva il socialismo, si viveva nel so- 
cialismo, come tu stai fra i tuoi poeti di Firenze, di Milano. . 
Poi ho continuato da solo; e il socialismo nasceva giorno pert 
giorno dal mio lavoro, dalla mia famiglia. Per me, più che: 
con la violenza, con la forza delle idee, ci sono arrivato coni 
la pazienza, con il poco di sogno che rimane ad ognuno, quan-- 
do svegliandosi, si prepara a rientrare in officina. E confron-- 
tando sempre la mia vita con quella di chi sta dall’altrai 
parte... Sarà ora di andare a dormire ». ; 

« Resta pure qui; io non ho più sonno. Giusto, domi 
dobbiamo andare alle scuole di San Lazzaro. Bisogna prey 
parare del lavoro per i muratori ». 

« Va bene, va bene. Io ero fatto così. Mio padre, tuo: 
nonno, era diverso. Amava gli uomini, ma li dimenticava.. 
Che uomo! La natura, il corpo erano forti in lui. Quando. 
penso a un rivoluzionario, penso a lui, Davvero egli rovescia» - 
va gli affetti, le tranquille conquiste della vita, come si rove- : 
sciano le maniche d'una giacca. La dimenticava così, attac-. 
cata al sole. Finiva per credere che dovesse essere portata. 
così. In fondo, vedi, non ha mai saputo vivere con gli uomini. 
È stato sempre solo, o con dei malinconici e dei violenti come 
lui. Malatesta, Fabbri, Buggini. Ricordati del suo disprezzo 
per Costa, della sua incapacità a capire Turati, Treves. Quan- 
do io apprendevo il sentimento del socialismo, egli si diver- 
tiva a mettermi fra i piedi i suoi anarchici, i suoi fanatici 
egoisti! Assomigliava troppo a un tipo come Bakunin. Quan- 
do sorrideva, e rideva nella sua barba bionda e bianca dei 
propri eccessi, mi faceva paura. Era fuori della realtà, fuori 
della verità. Non ho mai capito gli uomini come lui. Non 
amava la giustizia... Scusami, se dico questo di tuo nonno. 
Non stava mai fermo, mai quieto. Poveretta, mia madre! La 
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repotenza allegra con cui entrava nelle famiglie, nei cuori 
lla gente: per uscirne subito di corsa! La felicità con cui 
endeva e abbracciava le donne, e le abbandonava presto. 
oro lo prendevano volentieri! Ma cosa ti racconto? ». 

\ «Il nonno... ». 

« Chissà cosa ti voglio dire. Si tende sempre a confondere 
cose. Anche in buona fede. Sono i ricordi, o la coscienza: 
n lo so. E noi Raimondi ci assomigliamo troppo, ho paura ». 

« Anche tu a tuo padre ». 

«Il suo orgoglio, gli veniva dalla vita: una specie di fa- 
la inventata per se stesso. Io, invece, ho vissuto con gli al- 
“i. E tu, non ti conosco ancora ». 

: «© Anch’io, mi conosco così poco ». 

« Ma ho paura che incominci come lui ». 

« Ah ». 

« E forse non mi dispiace. Ti basterà restare attaccato al- 
a tua fantasia, al tuo sogno. Credo, adesso credo che ci re- 


serai ». Sentivo, improvvisamente, che egli cercava il mio 


iso nella mezza oscurità della camera. Io ero nell’ombra, 
nentre su di lui la luce della luna, pure perdendo di in- 
snsita, metteva un biancore più incerto. È verso l’alba, 
uando anche il giorno, non per la forza del sole, che ancora 
on è alzato, ma per qualcosa che esce dalle cose e dalla ter- 
a, incomincia a introdurre una sua luce che è nell’aria. 

« Davvero, ci dobbiamo rassomigliare, noi tre: mio pa- 
re, e tu ed io. Messi insieme, facciamo un solo viso. Cosa 
i ho raccontato stanotte? Una storia, un pasticcio dove si 
arla di politica e di donne, di sogno, di fantasia, e di tutto 
uello che non abbiamo avuto. È incominciata per via di 
uel bel tipo di fornaio, maestro d’organo, e dei suoi topi! 
juante storie! per fortuna che, lavandoci la faccia fra un’ora 

due, tutto questo sarà dimenticato ». 

« Proprio dimenticato? », non mi trattenni io dall’ombra. 

Ci fu un breve silenzio, durante il quale sentimmo, lui il 
eso di parole che aveva trovato, io la mia debolezza, la 
ja indecisione per quanto non m’era riuscito di dire. Mio 
adre s’avvicind al lavabo di marmo, si versò un bicchiere 
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d’acqua dalla brocca. Disse, quasi sottovoce: « Va bene 1’ 
qua. Ma quando è stata lì tutta una notte, sembra che 
serva più a cavare la sete ». E dopo un poco: 

« Niente è dimenticato. Fino adesso ho fatto dei discors 
Dovevamo passare queste ore. È la prima volta che ei par 
liamo; che io ti parlo. Non so quando capiterà ancora! Mic: 
sempre il maestro suona Beethoven per i topi di Santo St 
fano! ». 

« Dobbiamo parlare di San Lazzaro, dei lavori di domai 
ni», mi provai a dire. è | 

«Lascia stare San Lazzaro e i suoi lavori. Di questo pari 
liamo anche troppo: tutta la vita... ». 


« Tutta la vita », ripetei meccanicamente. 


« Tutta la vita! È un po’ troppo. Ma stammi a sentirei 
Tu non devi fare come me. Devi essere un’altra cosa, te l’ha 
detto. Un'altra cosa, quello che vuoi. Sii tuo nonno o non sé 
chi. Io sarò stato in mezzo a voi due. Sarò contento, se né 
sono sicuro ). 


« Ma babbo... ». 


« Ti dico, va via. Fatti un’altra vita. lo non ho potuta 
Tu hai la testa, e il cuore per farlo. Va via, va fuori. Prov; 
a camminare nell’erba verde e alta: io mi ricordo. Tutti l’aH 
biamo provato, da ragazzi. Poi, poi ce la fanno dimenticare 
Prova a cambiare mondo, città, gente. Non avere paura. À 
mondo è pieno di sentimenti che noi non conosciamo. Bi 
sogna andarli a toccare, nel cuore degli altri. Qui, tutto 
già stato fatto. Da me, da altri come me, che hanno soll 
lavorato, e si sono accontentati dell’affetto che davano agl 
altri. Bisogna muoversi, andare a prendere i sentimenti chi 
gli altri saranno contenti di darti. Così diventerai più buono 
e più felice. Più felice: questo è importante ». 

Si versò un altro bicchiere d’acqua dalla brocca. Quas 
non si decideva a mandarla giù. La luce entrava lentament: 
nella camera, che ne acquistava un colore verdino. Il ciel 
era meno luminoso, mentre i muri della casa, della chiesa 
del cortile sì scoprivano sempre di più. Nella piazza passa 
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sono due barrocci diretti al mercato. È l’ora che scendono 
pli ortolani di San Ruffillo, di Monte Donato. 


«Qui, vedi, ci sono delle povere cose. Io le ho un poco 
labbellite, forse per te. Tu non dovevi sapere. È stata una 


‘di meglio. Così ho tirato avanti. Adesso, francamente, non 
lè tanto brutto. Ma basta poco a farlo tornare come un tem- 
ipo. Come quando tu sei nato. Io non ti voglio spiegare; ma 
forse lo sai. Tutto può tornare come allora. Ci sono, nel mon- 
ido, troppi uomini cattivi, avidi, e stupidi. Certo che cambie- 
ira: ne sono sicuro. Ma intanto! Quindi ti dico: va via. Tu 


¡Non ho mai voluto che tu sappia. Tu sei fatto in un altro 
imodo. Voi giovani avete ingegno. Noi, avevamo il cuore, e 
il 


idelle braccia. Io, lasciami dire, ti ho fatto così. Ci sono riu- 
iscito, Tutto il resto non conta ». 


| Rimetteva adesso il bicchiere, vicino alla brocca, sul mar- 
| A - È : Se 
mo. Ritornava verso la finestra; poi voltandosi, e perché io 
lo vedevo, mi guardava in viso. Sorrideva. 


i « Sono stato fortunato », disse con voce di ragazzo. « So- 
no stato fortunato, molto fortunato. Lo sai perché? Perché 
ho un figlio. Un figlio a modo mio. Il merito è mio, tutto 
mio. Tu non c’entri. Posso dire adesso: Mio figlio è un uomo 
libero. È una cosa straordinaria! Pensa, come riderebbe quel 
vecchio prepotente di tuo nonno! Gliel’ho proprio fatta. Di- 
rebbe: ‘Torquato ha tirato su un figlio, che mi somiglia un 
poco’. Sarebbe capace di dire che il merito è suo. Ti dico: 
un vecchio prepotente! Ed era bravo solo lui ». Tirandosi le 
mutande, che gli cadevano un poco, aggiunse: 

« Sono stato fortunato. Sono contento, anche se somigli 


a lui. Ce n’erano pochi degli uomini come lui! Te lo posso 
dire. Lui, era un uomo libero. Era meglio di tutti ». E dopo 
un attimo, come per impedirmi di dire altre cose: 

« Hai ragione, bisogna pensare al lavoro di San Lazzaro. 
Tu vai avanti in bicicletta. Cerca subito l’assistente. Io vengo 
con gli operai. Ma sento muovere nella nostra camera: sarà 


465 


non sopporteresti. E poi, io non voglio. Tu non puoi sapere. 


Ÿ 


in mod dici mie eae 
chiacchiere. Vado a vedere ». } 
Aprì l’uscio, e subito dopo salutò, con la sua roce 
scherzo: 4 
« Buon giorno! Buon giorno, signora Argentina!» 
mentre si dirigeva verso la cucina, ripeteva ad alta voce a mia 

| madre: « Oggi, oggi è una bellissima giornata! Vado a sci 
dare il caffè ». Intanto s’udiva dal cortile un tramestio, “ 
un ronzare di voci. Erano i fornai in maglietta e gambe nude 
3 che sortivano dal forno le grandi assi bianche coi pani gi 
5 e dorati, disponendole su delle panche. Usciva in quel me 
tre il portinaio dal suo buco, spalancava il portone sul 
% piazza, salutando con voce rauca qualcuno che passava. 
cominciava la giornata di ogni giorno, all’insaputa di tw 
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GIACINTO SPAGNOLETTI 


VERSI D'OCCASIONE 


NOI DUE, COSI’ 


Siamo così attenti all’ora, 

alle rive dell’ora trasparenti 

lungo il fiume delle nostre canzoni. 

| Ai nostri lievi ardori 

si succedono calme di silenzi e di fiori. 


(1941) 


MADRIGALE D’AGOSTO A UNA SIGNORA 


Perché indugiate ancora 
per queste strade assorte, 
in una nube di sole 

che v’addormenta il cuore? 


I primi cieli creati per voi, 
Signora, furono invernali: 

con i fumi gioviali delle officine 
a ridosso dei monti e il bagliore 
odoroso delle lontane marine. 
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ci Non dovremmo sapere? 

po Questo è il tempo 
Bes. in cui, guardandoti, & per me 

tanto facile scegliere fra ciò 

' che sei, e districarti... Come il vento 

| spinge da queste parti, quando vuole, 

A tutta la sabbia e cambia al mare il viso. 


E I 


x Pensi che sbaglierai. Vedi allora 
ay solo occhi tenui, pelle chiara, chiari 
: riccioli... Ma qualcuno, 
Er te stessa scansando e i neutri iddii, 
de già raduna i fili sparpagliati 
DIA dappertutto. Troppi occhi 
AR e colori che, mentre posso scegliere, 
a tremo, 


Te en ©: 4 
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III 


A Però sorveglia la mia crudeltà. 

N. Se esiste la tua infanzia oltre i pali 

già fissati dal mio sguardo impudico, 
spaventami con quella. Sono strane 
tempeste. Ma non ridere. Anche intorno 
alla luna c’è sempre un’altra luna, 

il viso che si cela, un brio che sfugge 
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IL VELIERO INCATENATO 


Fuori della vicenda delle navi 

che scorrono veloci verso il largo, 
nudo, sgomento, senza mare, forse 
dimenticato dalle grigie lingue 

del porto che lambiscono ogni dove, 
alla luce calante del tramonto 

sempre s’affretta ad apparirmi in alto 
l’albero d’un veliero che non parte... 


(1943) 


GITA 


Riposerai nelle chiese di campagna 
dove all’alte finestre 

un albero inclinato 

dal vento s’annuncia 

coi suoi nidi pensosi 

e sempie di verzura 

come di tremule ombre 

il lastrico screpolato. 


A notte proverai Vilarita 
serena di certi mutamenti 
fra le ombre dei campi 

e il vento che s’affanna; 

e alla luce della luna 

fioca sopra i pagliai 

rivedrai le strade della città... 


(1943) 
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MEMORIE INSUFFICIENTI 


PRELUDIO 


Tanto grande fu l’amore che abbracciandoci noi ca: 
demmo. 


Gonfi di luce, gracili, invulnerabili. Cademmo a terra | 


stretti uno all’altro, tra le gambe dei mobili, sotto la tavola 
imbandita, come uccelli che cantano e piangono tra i rami, 
invisibili ai viventi. 

Sentimmo rintoccare per anni, sul nostro capo, le posate 
del banchetto, Nell’ombra le nostre guancie bruciavano. 

Solo ai servi, talvolta, pareva di rintracciare la prove- 
nienza delle nostre voci. Allora cessavano di sparecchiare e 
per un istante un grave silenzio scendeva sulla sala. 

Stretto alla mia sposa di dodici anni. Rannicchiato pres- 
so quel corpo malcerto, di calda cera; le dita sentivo che fru- 
gavano, nell’attesa, e accumulavano sul velluto del grembo le 
molliche piovute attorno. 


VECCHIA BELVA 
Le sue dorature facevano, gli ultimi anni, la delizia di 
nostro nonno. 
Al crepuscolo pareva ancor più prediligerla, si allontana- 
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ja con essa lungo le stanze scure fino alla veranda; laggiù 
pero l’estremo PRE si profilava il tavoio del biliardo e 


Da quei barlumi la belva molle veniva trapunta, resa 
\requieta per tutta la sera. Da quelle estreme esplorazioni 
lerivavano forse le macchiettature fulve e arancio, quasi le 
vruciature del mozzicone sul pelo raso. E l’eleganza canuta, 
ix sua instabile scontrosità. 

Fu vista talvolta rannicchiata sui rami del lampadario, 
mando la stanza dell’ammalato si caricava di un profumo 
li fondigli, e i rimorsi friggevano, addolciti, nelle tenebre, 
ino a farsi di brage. La notte si sentiva raspare, in giardino, 
ıppie delle statue. 

Il filo dorato delle sue reni si allungava prodigiosamen- 
e nella luce degli anni familiari. Si stampava un attimo sul- 
a carta sbiadita, rapida si ritraeva dietro le frangie e i bam- 
ju del salotto, dietro i vetri della veranda color dell’orzo 
lileguando come in un'acqua. 

Chi trascorse l’infanzia attorno alla villa in rovina ram- 
menta la vecchia belva, rovente ancora, sugli scalini di coccio. 
Allora le frangie della palma che la stagione strisciava sulla 
ettoia di vetro stornavano i bambini se tenevano stretta la 
ua testa rotonda tra le braccia, mentr’essa spiava irrigidita 
1 cerchio percorrere da solo la ghiaia e scomparire con tran- 


quillità nel fogliame. 


TE’ IN GIARDINO 


Tornerà ad adunarsi il cerchio dei volti chiari attorno 


ul tavolo di ferro? 

Rivedremo svanire il verde nel fondo lunatico del bic- 
;hiere e qualche viso reclinare sulla tazza secondo che la 
ua alta corona di foglie si arrovesci, nel vento, all’indietro? 
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Una goccia di ruggine, piovuta dall’eucaliptus, ci mandè 
a dire che la speranza saliva in croce, in vetta al trave cig 
lante. | 

A quella luce le unghie della zia giovane divenute vio= 
lette, le sue dita si muovevano con l’invadenza leggera de 
cenere ricadendo sulla spalliera di vimini. E la sua bianc 
maschera consolatrice s'era fatta cedevole; le molliche, sottot 
le dita, moltiplicavano qualcosa della sua incolmabile espres-: 
sione. 

Cosa avveniva sull’albero? A quale sommessa tortura da-: 
vano avvio quegli strappi, quei sussulti nella depressione del) 
crepuscolo? 

Sentivo la zampa fredda della sfinge toccarmi il capo: 
se poggiavo la fronte sul tavolo. Le voci risuonavano, ingigan-- 
tendo, sull’orlo della fontana vuota. | 

Apparve il negozietto nero non appena si scostarono le: 
foglie dell’edera; luccicavano mercanzie dissepolte, nere e: 
preziose; il venditore, che non avrei più rivisto, ammiccava: 
nell’ombra. 

Fu a quel punto che la casa, poco distante, comincio! 
ad essere invasa dall’erbe; la storia della mia famiglia è co-: 
minciata e finita a quel punto. 

Dovunque mi volgessi e guardassi, le foglie mi facevano 
segno, mi attiravano verso la strada dello spavento. 


TENNIS NEL PARCO 


I colpi ovattati e le voci già di lontano rivelavano che 
ancora una volta le due sorelle erano arrivate prima di noi. 
‘Nella luce avara del pomeriggio il campo di cemento splen- 
deva tra gli abeti ove esse si muovevano bianche e avrebbero 
occupato il tennis fino al crepuscolo. 

Ancora per un pomeriggio avrei masticato le foglie acide 
del parco. Dal gradino erboso avrei visto le due sorelle, die- 
tro le reti altissime, muoversi senza posa. 
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à Esse smantellavano, smantellavano volando e recidevano, 
coi colpi delle racchette; lottavano e diradavano le oscure op- 
\prensioni che da ogni angolo vegetale affluivano sul vecchio 
ampo. Gli indizi della rovina cominciavano presto a infitti- 
Fe traverso le minime infrazioni, le impercettibili licenze a 
cui esse, prese dallo slancio e dalla stessa necessità a decider 
‚di volata, erano indotte continuamente. 

In numerosi punti dell’aria, sempre più densi, venivano 
cedendo; si levavano attorno, al soffio delle vesti, i semi bian- 
chi annidati tra le crepe. 


| 


| Ad ogni battuta la palla si levava e l’aria pareva riem- 
| pirsi di una scia granulosa, le racchette si districavano di 
furia da strascichi di radici, la palla si ricopriva di verde 
muffa durante il volo, l’edera rincorreva or questa or quella 
delle fanciulle, le raggiungeva col braccio alzato. Per attimi 
li volti scomparivano nel buio. Sotto un picchiettio di detriti 


esse riapparivano irrigidite e trafitte come lembi di un bu- 
‘cato che il vento incolla agli spini. 

Sull’ortica che anneriva le sorti restavano a lungo sospe- 
se. La luce ultima rendeva più ardui i movimenti — non 
‘erano ormai che bianche, mutevoli macchie —, più sonore 
le voci; i colpi invece si smorzavano fattisi sordi come i bat- 
titi di un organismo alterato. 


IL TESCHIO DEL TOPO 


La stanza, benché subito fossero spalancate le finestre, 
conservò a lungo il suo vegetale odore di sepolcro. 

Un forno di tenebre, per anni, aveva reso squamoso l’in- 
tonaco e argentea la mobilia; le seggiole parevano di sughero 
bruciato e crepitavano, a smuoverle; come cristallo. 

Così spostando la credenza venne in luce la spoglia sche- 
letrita d’un topo, le quattro zampette all’aria sotto un velo 
di polvere. 

M’inginocchiai per osservare l’eterno amico. La pelle ri- 
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copriva ancora le ossicine, ma vuota e leggera, bucherellata ; 
qua e là come foglia secca. Da una tarlatura più larga affio-: 


ravano sterno e costole, sottili come capelli. Le zampine era: - 
no pallidi licheni incollati alla pelle, terminavano nelle bri- - 
ciole bianche delle falangi. | 

Soprattutto m’appariva familiare il teschio minuscolo, | 
intatto, appuntito come quello d’un passero, con un solo den- : 
tino aguzzo. Nel guscio di quel cranio ove ora si annidavano ı 
pochi granelli di pepe dovevano aver risuonato gli allarmi | 
più leggeri: il fruscio della ruggine che non cessa di rodere, , 
il soffio della vita che raggrinzisce. Il topo m’era davanti sec- - 
co, friabile come l’età ignota in cui vivevo da anni. 

L’altro, quello che avevo sepolto un pomeriggio nel giar- 


dino stillante, era molle e si muoveva in ogni punto quando, 


dopo pochi giorni, preso da rimpianto e favorito da una piog- : 
gia calda di primavera — la terra smossa fumava — tornai a: 
riscavarlo. 

Questo era tutto d’argento, quello tutto di fango; ma 
allora la vita da percorrere pareva sconfinata. 


re 


IL TAMBURINO 


« Ancora un passo e sprofonderemo nella palude » sussur- 
rava additando un punto nell’oscurità. 

Un vento invisibile scompigliava i morti canforati alle : 
nostre spalle, li rovesciava a intermittenze quasi pallidi invo-. 
lucri. In verità, entro la penombra densa dell’armadio, colo-. 
ro non erano morti. Erano soltanto spenti. Su ognuno, così. 
rassegnato, trovava requie la nostra febbre come su freddi. 
guanciali, la nostra ansia di avanzare alla cieca. L'attesa di-. 
veniva un brulichio frusciante, una discesa lentissima sospesi. 
a un paracadute sino ai bisbigli delle tende nemiche. 

La solitudine nasceva dal constatare che quei lumi lon- 
tani non erano che fessure distanti un palmo dal nostro na-. 
so. Attendevamo che squillasse la tromba imbottita, sepolta 
sotto cumuli di biancheria. Sentivamo il fiato acido di tutti | 
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' viali del triste giardino, che declinavano nell’ombra e fi- 
ivano là dentro. 

Quanto all’amico freddo che mi stuzzicava il fianco mi 
hiedevo come facesse a respirare e sussurrarmi cosi come s’e- 
@ appostato, tutto ricoperto di sacchetti di naftalina. 

‘ Quand’ecco calava dalla stampella, senz’avvedersi di noi 
+ le code della livrea ci sfioravano — il tamburino dalle 
uancie bendate. Muovendo a tratti le bacchette lo vedevamo 

onare nella luce fioca di quel perpetuo crepuscolo; scorto 
li schiena si scuoteva come se tossisse. Per gradi volgeva 
1 capo verso di noi e ad ogni rullo le bende si allentavano, 
i aprivano come i petali di una bianca, orribile rosa che 


bocci nelle tenebre. 
{ 


ALLA LUCE 


Levava gli occhi giallo-rossastri come due specchietti, il 
rande topo al centro della strada, accecato dalla vuota furia 
lel giorno. Si trascinò trotterellando verso il portone. 

Tentò di acquattarsi dietro lo scalino della soglia, ma 
ualcuno dal buio spinse in avanti il battente massiccio per 
chiacciarvelo. 

Il topo con un debole salto uscì dal solco e tornò verso 
l centro della strada, tremando, levava ancora il muse alla 
ran luce; dal cerchio dei passanti il garzone in grembiale 
i fece avanti e lo colpì con un calcio, di striscio, impacciato 
lalla bicicletta. La bambina fuggì via col viso rivolto all’in- 
lietro. Il topo s'era rovesciato e rimesso subito sulle zampe 
enza alterare il tremito che lo agitava. 

L’altro garzone, bianco di farina, impugnava la pertica 
lella saracinesca. Menò un gran colpo ma il topo aveva mosso 
in passetto, la mazza rimbalzò a un pelo dal muso e l’unci- 
10 stridendo sul selce provocò lo scoccare d’una grande, ce- 
este scintilla. Allora colui, poiché il topo restava accucciato 
on gli occhi fissi al chiarore del giorno, strisciando la per- 
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tica lo agganciò con il ferro e manovrando cominciò a sven: 


trarlo. 
L’AMICA INFERMA 


Tanto la fatalità della sua distruzione traspariva da ogni 
parola, da ogni suo gesto, e il respiro scopertamente ripetevo 
lo sperpero ad ogni istante, che non appena gli amici erano 
lontani da lei — ella viveva in una bianca cella solitaria — 
rapida nella loro memoria progrediva l’opera di tale sottini 
tesa distruzione. Dopo pochi giorni ripensavano a lei come 
ad una figura del tutto corrosa, disintegrata. | 

A ritrovarla, con occhi splendenti ritta sulle coperte — 
una meraviglia sempre vivissima. Esisteva ancora! Al confroni 
to pareva rifiorita e rispetto all’immagine di lei formata nes 
giorni di lontananza, circonfusa d’una luce di resurrezione. 

Così, rapidi e interminabili consumo gli ultimi mesi tre 
i suoi fedeli che la ritrovavano ogni volta più giovane e at 
quali ella comunicava una sorta di spiritata allegrezza. Tante 
era lontana da ogni terrena speranza da poter docilment« 
appassionarsi alle vicende di ognuno con l’indulgenza di ch: 
pervenuto al sommo della sua fortuna ceda per naturale imi 
pulso ad un’inclinazione generosa. I quali amici proponen; 
dosi, non senza un’ombra di interno compiacimento, di dii 
strarla dalla sua condizione, le si aprivano con pieno abbani 
dono e mostravano di tenerla ‘al centro più geloso dei lore 
interessi. | 

Si accendeva attorno al letto dell’inferma un giovanile 
fervore di progetti; ella, protesa, presiedeva complotti di spe: 
ranze ardenti. In quei momenti, vedendola così illuminate 
ci sorprendevamo ad affidarci a lei come ad una reale pro: 
tagonista; tanto appariva vittoriosa nei suoi interventi e pui 
ra in ogni predilezione. 

Infine la notizia della sua morte apparve insensata come 
se ella fosse voluta restar fedele ad una clausola dimenticata: 
ad una amara alleanza che tutti avevamo accettato soltanto 
perché favorevole a rivestirla di privilegi celesti. | 
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VISITE ALL’ ABBADESSA * 


Maria Assunta, qualche anno prima che il marito moris- 
se, aveva fatto un incontro, le cui influenze sull’educazione 
del figlio, Giovanni, erano state indirettamente notevoli. 
_ Tra le opere meritorie che si era imposta di fare, una 
le stava particolarmente a cuore: la cura delle tovaglie di 
altare e dei lini per la cappella della sua villa e per la chiesa 
parrocchiale. 
| Aveva inoltre fatto voto di donare una tovaglia nuova 
ricamata all’altare della Madonna di Lourdes, quello con 
Bernardetta in ginocchio e la Madonna tutta bianca che com- 
pare nel vano della grotta, con le rose sotto i piedi e il 
ruscello dell’acqua che vi sgorga. 

Quando parlava di tutti questi impegni, sospirava. 

Adesso che, oltre alla direzione delle cose, aveva da pen- 
sare all’educazione del figlio, i primi a soffrirne, tra tutte 
le sue attività, erano canto e pittura; e però, almeno il can- 
to, per Giovanni, per la sua educazione, perché imparasse 
la gioia e la consolazione di poter cantare le lodi del Si- 
gnore, era indispensabile ch’ella trovasse il tempo d’insegnar- 
glielo. Nessuno, se non lei, avrebbe potuto insegnarglielo. Chi 
avrebbe potuto meglio di lei istruirlo, condurlo alla spiri- 


* Da un romanzo inedito intitolato: La casa di campagna. 
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tualita del tono, alla dolcezza del porgere, alla suggestior 
della voce, specie nell’interpretazione dei salmi o degli im 
sacri in genere? 
In quanto alla pittura, aveva tentato di decorare lo sten= 
dardo della Lega Eucaristica (il parroco aveva tanto inter: 
ceduto, perché accettasse di fare questo lavoro), dove si sa 
rebbero dovute dipingere delle dorate spiche di grano, ur 
calice e una particola bianca sopra, che vi irraggiava come 
un sole. 
Se non che Maria Assunta non ce l’aveva fatta, non ave 
va trovato il tempo. | 
Fu appunto in questa occasione che, cercando chi la so» 
stituisse, disposta com’era a spendere del proprio, le fu con 
sigliato di rivolgersi alle suore di un convento di clausura, 
che era tutto raccolto nel bel mezzo della città, circondata 
da un vasto parco e da altissimi muri perimetrici e da can 
celli ciechi e colossali. 
Fra detto il Convento o, più propriamente, il Mona- 
stero di Santa Maria della Bellezza, perché vi si veneravai 
una Madonna bella tra le belle, opera di un grande pittore, 
ritratta da una tale che, dopo averne fatte parecchie e do- 
po avere sposato un conte ed essere rimasta vedova e ricca, 
aveva finito col monacarsi e col regalare il suo al monastero. 
Ma sono cose vecchie, e basterà accennare che si era con- 
vertita per la suggestione di aver posato da Madonna in gio- 
ventu, quando il pittore era suo’ amante; e aveva imparato: 
a misticamente struggersi in quel ricordo e in quella reli- 
quia, che in qualche modo eternava, trasfigurava la sua bel- 
lezza e la sua esuberanza passate. 


Si accedeva al monastero da una viuzza isolata, tran- 
quilla e sempre in ombra, la cui unica porticina aperta era 
appunto quella del parlatorio. Ciuffi di erbe e di licheni 
serpeggiavano sui gradini e tra gl’interstizi dei selciati. 

Il parlatorio, illuminato da due alte finestre con infer- 
riate grossissime, non aveva se non un grande Cristo che 
spiccava sul candore della parete di fondo e due panche 


478 


VISITE ALL’ABBADESSA 


otto due sportelli a grate, di là dalle quali stava la persona 
i he si visitava e con cui si voleva parlare. 

I visitatori, per chiamare qualcuno, suonavano un cam- 
banello, il cui cordone (un grosso nastro di velluto verde, 
son un fiocco in fondo) pendeva dal sommo della grata estre- 
ma; e il suono veniva di così lontano, attraverso chissà anes 
xi e quanti buchi e corridoi più o meno bui, che pareva un’e- 
o sprofondata nella gola di due montagne; lì poi era sem- 
pre freddo. 

Se si riflette che badessa o superiora del monastero era 
a quei tempi la reverenda madre suor Maria Carmela, a 
chi conosce la particolare devozione che Maria Assunta por- 
tava appunto alla Santa Madonna del Carmelo, sarà facile 
intuire per quale ordine di ragioni ella fosse rimasta d’un 
iratto suggestionata e della monaca e del suo ambiente. 
«Dopo le prime commissioni, Maria Assunta aveva preso 
l’abitudine di recarsi da madre Carmela almeno una volta 
ogni quindici o venti giorni. Freddo o caldo che fosse, tro- 
En sempre modo di fare con la monaca lunghissime con- 
versazioni spirituali, le sole — affermava — che la confor- 
tassero veramente; perché quella, a differenza dei confesso- 
ri, era donna, era santa e, se non era madre nella carne, 
lo era nello spirito di Gesü. 

| D’inverno, col freddo, madre Carmela faceva portare al- 
l’ospite uno scaldino o una bottiglietta d’acqua calda, perché 
la tenesse in mano, parlando; d’estate, nel parlatorio delle 
monache, si stava meravigliosamente bene. 

Per madre Carmela, tutto ciò che era fuori dalla soglia 
del convento, era in pericolo. La Madonna del Carmelo, dun- 
que, le aveva mandato fino alla sua casa una nuova meri- 
tevole benefattrice, che aveva bisogno di protezione; questa 
la monaca voleva senz’altro accordarla come meglio poteva, 
con l’esempio del consiglio e della preghiera. 

A parte il fatto che Maria Assunta era persona che dava 
eostantemente molto lavoro e quindi un certo benessere eco- 
nomico alle stremate forze della modesta comunità religiosa 


(che fosse modesta lo dimostravano le pareti, i muri e gli 
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arredi vecchi e cadenti ovunque); la sua visita era uno svage 
unico per la badessa. Non solo: come le dava la certezza d: 
essere il caritatevole sostegno di una infelice anima cristia: 
na, costretta a lottare nella tempesta della vita, così la mut 
nificenza con cui quella gratificava la comunità, gliela fa: 
ceva naturalmente cara e desiderata e accarezzata, più cha 
se fosse una qualsiasi benefattrice. 

Maria Assunta, un po’ alla volta, sollecitata a un vage 
abbandono sentimentale dalla stessa storia romantica chet 
dalla santa fondatrice del monastero, vedeva riflessa fin sul 
volto della badessa, oltre che sul quadro della famosa Ma: 
donna; or sentendosi a sua volta peccatrice come la converti 
tita contessa, or, come quella, sull’orlo di una rinnovata sant 
tità; aveva finito col confidare alla monaca, non soltante 
i tormenti reali della sua vita ma — sembrandole pochi quei 
sti — anche quelli immaginari, che le sorgevano dal cuore 
fin sulle labbra, per sciogliersi finalmente in un’onda di pian: 
to e di generale pietà riversata su se medesima e su tutto « 
tutti. 

A proposito di Pietro, il marito, non solo aveva confi’ 
dato alla suora tutta la tormentosa storia dei suoi rapport’ 
con lui, rendendola drammatica e spaventosamente contur 
bante agli occhi della badessa ma, esaltata da infinite at 
testazioni di umiltà, non aveva mancato di far risaltare li 
carità propria contro il passato cieco e irreligioso egoisms 
bestemmiatore di lui. | 

Era arrivata a confidare alla suora una cosa non mai def! 
ta a nessuno e che la tormentava, anche se sempre avevi 
cercato di ricacciarla da sé (almeno così precisò a sua scusa) 
che cioè a volte pregava e desiderava che il Signore le desse 
la grazia di vedere Regina, la sua terribile suocera, morir« 
finalmente prima di lei; e Pietro una buona volta libero: 
salvo da quella demoniaca influenza, tornare lo sposo af 
fettuoso e generoso, se non delicato, che aveva un tempo cot 
nosciuto. Almeno in questo, ella sperava. 

« Avete proprio desiderato che morisse prima del com 
sentito e del voluto da Dio? » le domandò sottovoce suor 
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Carmela, sulle cui labbra e sul mento, pur nell’ombra e at- 
jraverso la grata, brillava quasi una vaga peluria o lanuggi- 
ne di benevolenza. « Perché la differenza sta tutta qui; se 
e avete o no desiderato, con la morte fisica, anche la morte 
dello spirito; e non piuttosto la vita del paradiso, anche se 
vostra nemica. Se non le avete desiderato di morire fisica- 
mente prima del tempo che Dio le ha prescritto, ma sempli- 
cemente prima di voi (che fra l’altro siete più giovane e 
siete assistita in ciò dalla norma delia natura); allora non 
dovete avere nessun rimorso. Il vostro sentimento è umano 
ima è nel giusto, è sorretto da un desiderio santo come quel. 
lo che è l’armonia del vostro focolare: è vostro diritto chie- 
dere questo e la vostra arma è lecita ». 

i «Oh», rispose commossa, Maria Assunta, «se proprio 
Dio vuole perdonarla come l’ho perdonata e la perdono 
io, vada pure anche in paradiso, morendo. Io, in questo, 
mon c'entro. È volontà e giudizio di Dio». Ma, nel dire 
‘così, pareva che questo dovesse avvenire per concessione sua. 


« Così va bene », sentenziò maternamente suor Carme- 
la. « E siate tranquilla, siate serena. Dio vi darà la grazia 
di veder salva da ogni pericolo la vostra famigliola. Già mi 
dite che vostra suocera si è acconciata a considerarvi la mo- 
glie legittima di suo figlio. È già stata una grande grazia 
del Signore, questa. Il suo livore si placherà con la pazienza 
e la mansuetudine, l’abnegazione. Offrite tutto a Dio, ab- 
biate fede e pregate: egli vi darà il riconoscimento che vi 
è dovuto ». 

Nella suora questo ragionare era il risultato delle quoti- 
diane letture e meditazioni che, da anni, aveva fatto sulle 
vite dei santi e, per lei, Maria Assunta era diventata una 
specie di monaca secolare, una di più che bisognava dirigere. 

Né invero Maria Assunta soffriva ancora per l’esistenza 
della suocera. Piuttosto, ormai, si confortava nel pretesto 
di doverne soffrire e, rivangando le cose vecchie, più e meglio 
le pareva dolore il rinfocolamento dei suoi risentimenti. Per- 
ciò narrò, si dilungò a narrare alla suora ogni particolare, 
e con le tinte più drammatiche, anche i fatti più remoti e 
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insignificanti delle offese sofferte e tutte vive come piag 
nel suo cuore: « come perenni martirii di Gesù, in Gesù »,, 
ripeteva. 

Poiché questi sentimenti erano tutti connessi l’uno al- 
l’altro, nel groviglio della sua alterata e appassionata visio-: 
ne, disse pure delle proprie angoscie, dei propri doveri da- 
vanti a Dio e agli uomini per l’educazione di Giovanni, per 
la salvezza spirituale di tutti i dipendenti più o meno vicini, 
di Annetta, la sua fedele cameriera personale, prima di tutti! 
gli altri. S’era infine esaltata a raccontare la rinuncia e la: 
offerta fatte a Dio della sua vocazione e dei suoi successi) 
nel canto profano e nella pittura, perché Dio colmasse Gio- 


vanni di beni santi. E così le piccole confidenze religiose, | 
le superstizioni, le preferenze tra santi e santi, tra Madonna: 


| 


e Madonna. Maria Assunta insomma aveva vuotato il sacco.) 


Ne derivò che la comunità di quelle monache, almeno: 
venti minuti al giorno, li spendeva a pregare secondo le in-- 
tenzioni della badessa, la quale ne applicava i meriti per lai 
pace e la salvezza della benefattrice, inviata da Dio, per lai 
conversione della suocera di lei e, prima ancora, del marito;; 
infine perché Giovanni si evolvesse camminando illibato nel. 
le vie del Signore. 


Poco o molto, le suore, una parola oggi una domani,, 
erano venute a sapere tutto della santità e delle sofferenze: 
di Maria Assunta ché, se essere santo in convento era diffi-: 
cile, esserlo fuori era merito ancor più grande ed esempio 
raro. A loro non restava se non pregare incessantemente per 
la perfezione delle anime elette e tuttavia esposte, come Ma- 
ria Assunta (e i suoi cari, soprattutto, così provati e deboli, 
per i quali ella si sacrificava) alle tentazioni del mondo e 
della ricchezza. 


Né si creda che suor Maria Carmela fosse donna da po- 
co, perché in convento e perché tutta chiusa nella rocca di 
queste idee. Affatto: era una donna concreta. Le sue idee, 
dritte o storte che fossero, erano coerenti, ben impalcate 
l’una con l’altra, così che, una volta infilatane la scala, ella. 
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veva preso a salirla con vigore militaresco, come un gendar- 
Ñ in parata incede sui fortilizi. 

Uno dei suoi primi atti di carità verso Maria Assunta 
a il raccomandarle di affidare il piccolo Giovanni, con espli- 
ito voto, alla protezione di Sant’Antonio da Padova. 
, «L’ho affidato alla Santa Madonna del Carmelo », dis- 
2 Maria Assunta. 
M « Non basta, questo è l’errore consueto », ribatté la mo- 
aca. « Noi, con le cose del cielo, abbiamo sempre la mania 
i disturbare direttamente e per tutte le faccende, anche le 
inime, il Re, la Regina, i grandi Generali, gli alti Co- 
andi. Ma le pare giusto? Quando ha voluto battezzare suo 
iglio, a chi si è rivolta, lei? Al papa o al parroco? Così 
ella vita spirituale. Non disturbiamo sempre e solo Dio e 
Madonna, raccomandiamoci e raccomandiamo i nostri ca- 
î anche all’intercessione di qualche santo. A parte il fatto 


he essere santi è molto più che essere generali; non creda 
aica che sia un santo da niente, sa, Sant'Antonio! Mia cara, 
i un santo formidabile! A Padova ha una chiesa che bisogna 
lederla come l’ho vista io, quand’ero bambina, per capire 
he santo è. L’ho impressa nella mente e non la scorderò 


ontemplazione, fossi stata chiamata alla vita del mondo e 
vessi dovuto avere anch’io dei figli, farei quello che faccio 


‘on le suore nuove. Non troverei fuori dei nomi di santi noti 
| comuni a tutti, ma nomi di santi sconosciuti e parimenti 
randi. I grandi santi han troppo da fare. Sono costretti 
| pensare a troppa gente. Siamo pratici e semplici anche in 
juesto, cerchiamo santi che non abbiano tanta gente da pro- 
eggere, che possano occuparsi di noi con tranquillita! » 

Il grave discorso non poteva non impressionare Maria 
\ssunta, che si era immediatamente decisa a far sì che Gio- 
‘anni fosse votato al Santo di Padova. 
| Il fanciullo, che allora avrà forse avuto quattro anni o 
loco più, fu dunque condotto, e benedetto da un frate, nella 
acrestia del grande Santuario di Padova e Maria Assunta, 
vvezza al consueto ossequio dei religiosi del suo ambiente, 
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rimase un poco seccata dell’indifferenza con la quale il fra: 
te, solito a distribuire centinaia di quelle benedizioni og 
giorno, aveva frettolosamente celebrato il suo ufficio. 

« Sarà un santo! », gli mormorò Maria Assunta, dandot 
gli l’offerta consueta e alludendo al suo bambino. 

« Dio lo voglia, signora », rispose il prete frettoloso « 
dedicandosi tosto ad altro postulante. 

Maria Assunta si accigliò, guardò altezzosa il frate, m 
quello non ebbe certo l’opportunità di avvedersi di quei suot 
moti; trasse ella dunque via, stizzita dietro a sé, il bambina 
e, ricomponendosi: «Dio», gli disse, «ti ha fatto riccor 
molto ricco; ma fin d’adesso devi imparare che la ricchezze 
è anche responsabilità e mortificazione e che: chi si umilia 
sarà esaltato. Ecco, tu ti sei umiliato a farti benedire da du 
frate povero zotico contadino, che non mi ha quasi neancha 
guardata; e Dio certamente terrà conto della nostra virtù Di 

Il bambino la guardava con occhi incantati e spauriti ex 
se la chiesa lo intimidiva e lo intimidivano i ceri e l’incense 
e sentiva ripetere solennemente intorno a sé la parola voto: 
come non ne intendeva il significato, tanto meno ne capiva 
il lagrimevole motivo. 

Uscendo di là, gli avevano dato uno zucchero filato di 
gustare; il sapore di quello, dunque, fu l’impressione gra 
devole che gli rimase più vivamente associata agli oscuri fat 
ti del memorabile giorno. 

Suor Maria Carmela, quando ebbe notizia dell’avvenu 
ta consacrazione di Giovanni a Sant'Antonio, ne fu entusia 
sta. Egli era stato benedetto come figlio di un ordine fran 
cescano o che aveva stretti rapporti con San Francesco, il 
qualche modo essendo francescana ella pure. « Adesso se 
nostro figlio nel Poverello », disse al fanciullo. « L’oro e A! 
lusinghe del mondo, le possiederai ma non ti toccherann: 
con il loro male, saranno il tuo strumento di carità tra I 
miserie della terra. Adesso noi ti potremo raccomandar: 
anche al Serafico Santo in modo tutto speciale ». 

A sua volta benedisse ampiamente il fanciullo, e bisogn 
notare che, in fatto di saper benedire, anche suor Maria Car 
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acontri. 


_ Maria Assunta, se la stagione era buona, si recava a quel- 
> visite accompagnata dal figlio e dalla cameriera: nella 
tagione cattiva, preferiva andarvi sola. 

Annetta, la cameriera, davanti alla badessa illuminava 
li occhi atterriti di contrita riverenza. S’inginocchiava, fa- 
eva inginocchiare Giovanni e: « Sempre sia lodato, madre 
anta », diceva così prosternata. 
Questo aveva imparato a fare da Maria Assunta, che si 
piegava un po’ meno della cameriera, anche perché era più 
ita di quella; la devota consuetudine era normale, infatti, 
e non che Maria Assunta lo faceva anche in modo assai 
neno violento, più disinvolto: da dama e non da semplice 
popolana, insomma: non tutte e due le ginocchia comple- 
'amente. 


i In quanto a Giovanni, egli piegava completamente il pic- 


y 


solo capo ricciuto, si raggomitolava spaventato sulle gracili 


sinocchia; e gli rimaneva sulla pelle il rosso segno dei pol- 
7erosi mattoni del pavimento. Egli ripeteva teneramente e 
macchinalmente le parole delle sue accompagnatrici, mentre 
‘ombra invisibile e venerabile di suor Carmela si sentiva 
presente di là dalla grata, e faceva in aria il grande segno di 
sroce di cui pronunciava la formula. 

__ Ella poi parlava materna, ritta, probabilmente con le 
mani infilate dentro le maniche larghe; se si rivolgeva al 
bambino, aveva un fare semplice e dolce, malgrado il tono 
cattedratico; e sembrava insolito, dopo tanta solennità e ri- 
verenza. 

Prima rivolgeva le domande di rito, in base alle quali 
‘’informava se tanto lui, Giovanni, quanto l’Annetta, erano 
stati buoni e ubbidienti, se ciascuno sentiva d’aver fatto 
i doveri del proprio rispettivo stato; se avevano detto con 
attenzione e serietà le preghiere del mattino e della sera; 
se si erano ricordati di pregare anche per lei, suora pecca- 
rice, perciò doppiamente responsabile, chiamata a guidare 
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alcune poche pecorelle del gregge del Signore. Dopo tutta 
questo, accadeva che Maria Assunta cominciasse la propria 
riservata conversazione con la sua ispiratrice. 


S’apriva allora una porticina laterale del parlatorio (1 
aprirsi spontaneo, quasi incantato); dava questa in un cor 
tiletto verde che non era ancora nella clausura; gli alberi 
ombreggiavano, sorgendo dal grande e segreto giardino coni 
finante, proteggendo le loro chiome di là dal muro di cinta. 


Lì, nello spazio intermedio del cortiletto, la portinaia 
soleva ricevere le derrate, e lì Giovanni e Annetta trovavano 
preparati due sedie e un tavolino con tovaglia bianca, e vuoi 
il caffelatte, vuoi il cioccolato, vuoi dolci e, a volte, qualchet 
dono monachesco, qualche immagine o quadretto fatto dil 
stagnola lustra o di cartone ricamato, o anche mazzetti dil 
fiori colorati, di mollica di pane secca. Lì trovarono anche; 
un piccolo Sant’Antonio, tutto appunto di pane, posto sottor 
la cupola di un capovolto bicchiere di vetro, e fu quandos 
Giovanni tornò dalla sua visita alla Basilica di Padova. 


Tutto pareva arrivato lì per miracolo, per magia, ché 
nessuno si vedeva e nessuno serviva. 


Finalmente, quando Giovanni e Annetta erano seduti, 
una voce diceva: «Sia lodato Gesù, Maria e Giuseppe ». 


Era voce soave, di timbro allegro, come se fosse stata: 
di una fata o di un angelo invisibili e presenti. Usciva forse: 
da una finestrella che sembrava essere sul muro, con uno: 
sportello buio. « Sono suor Pellegrina, la cuciniera », diceva, 
«io ti vedo e so che sei buono. Mangia, mangiali tutti i bi- 
scotti. Sono fatti per te. Esclusivamente per te, per Annetta, 
e per suor Anacleta che è vecchissima, non ha più denti, 
ed è vicina a raccogliere il premio dei suoi meriti. Come 
stai, cara Annetta? » 


La prima volta che Giovanni e Annetta avevano sentito 
la voce di suor Pellegrina, erano rimasti interdetti, specie 
perché la cristiana giaculatoria, ripetuta a modo di saluto, 
era loro parsa d’un tratto stranamente diversa nel ritmo, se 
non nel significato, da quella che essi ben conoscevano. 
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La suora aveva detto: « Sia lodato Gesù, Maria e Giu- 
ppe ». 


« Siano lodati e proteggano l’anima mia », aveva rispo- 
to Giovanni; ma si sentiva nell’aria una stonatura, e suor 
Maria Pellegrina, dal pertugio della parete, aveva riso fur- 
Jesca. 

« Ah, te l’ho fatta, te l’ho fatta! », ripeteva. « Ma tu 
non la puoi sapere la grande novità e perciò hai risposto 
sbagliato. Io non ho detto Gesù, Giuseppe e Maria; io ho 
detto Gesù, Maria e Giuseppe. Maria è più importante di 
siuseppe, deve dunque venire prima, stare in mezzo, come 
protetta, tra il figlio divino e il santo suo sposo putativo: 
perciò si deve dire: Gesù, Maria, Giuseppe. E come si deve 
rispondere allora? Non vi par giusto mettere in mezzo il 
nome di Maria? » 


_ «Certamente », avevano risposto Giovanni e Annetta, 
« ma non sappiamo quale rima ci vuole. La nostra rima fa 
rima con Maria: salvate il cuore e l’anima mia! » 


x 


| « Ah, questa & proprio bella! E proprio bella! Ma ve 
l’insegnerò io, questa è la novità! È la nuova rima inventata 
da suor Rosalia che è poetessa! Che cosa può far rima con 
Giuseppe? Una parola difficile, molto difficile, ma molto 
chiara, quando si è spiegato cosa vuol dire teppe, figlio mio. 
Sei una teppa! Non l’avete mai sentito, per dire di un de- 
linquente? Siete tanti delinquenti, tante teppe. E chi sono 
i più grandi delinquenti dell’universo? Chi? Ma i demoni, 
i demoni! Chi volete che siano? I demoni! E perciò suor 
Rosalia, con ragione, vuole che si dica: Gesù, Maria Giusep- 
pe, salvateci dalle infernali teppe! » 

« Bellissimo! », sbottò Annetta felice, con gli occhi scin- 
tillanti. 

« À te non piace, Giovannino? », incalzò la voce di suor 
Pellegrina. La voce della suora correva vispa e serena dietro 
il muro, come un’invisibile fontanella. La cioccolata era buo- 
na. «Che strana rima! », disse allora Giovanni, pensoso; 


ma, da quella volta, rispose sempre a tono al saluto di suor 
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Pellegrina, aveva imparato a gustare anche lui la variante,, 
come un sottile e delizioso divertimento. E 

Dalla porticina aperta del parlatorio, giungevano intan- 
to i sospiri angosciosi e i lamenti di Maria Assunta; il grave 
bisbiglio di suor Carmela. 

L’ammirazione di Maria Assunta per la badessa non ave- 
va ormai più confini. 

Le pareva impossibile che quella santa suora, riuscisse: 
a saper tutto, a veder tutto, a essere informata di tutto, 
nei minimi particolari, pur vivendo sempre lì rinchiusa, sen- 
za giornali, con il solo contatto delle visite delle sue clienti, , 
con nessuna delle quali però, almeno da parecchio tempo, 
aveva mai avuto il grado di confidenza raggiunto con lei. 
La suora, a quell’epoca, aveva già passato, e di parec- 
chio, la cinquantina. Era di pratica origine contadinesca e, , 


‘in sé, non aveva proprio niente di mistico e contemplativo, 
a vederla. | 

Vigorosa ancora, qualche capello grigio le scappava di i 
sotto il soggolo che, come elmo di bianca armatura, la ser- 
rava dal petto alla fronte, così che, di tra la grata, Marian 
Assunta le vedeva il volto nell'ombra, e il luccichio degli i 
occhiali, e ne ascoltava più frequentemente il bisbiglio sulle : 
labbra. 

Si noti che, mentre per Maria Assunta che era donna,, 
suor Maria Carmela usava una grata a fori larghi, quando. 
era con lei il bambino, che era maschio, usava invece la 
grata a fori spessi, di là dalla quale ella si sentiva ma non 
si vedeva. Per Giovanni era dunque una presenza ancor più 
misteriosa e mistica e per Annetta, poi, era la stessa voce del- 
la Madonna o giù di lì, anche se, per averla veduta altre 
volte con Maria Assunta (quando cioè, non essendoci il pic- 
colo uomo, la suora usava la grata larga) aveva avuto la pro- 
va che si trattava di suor Carmela. 

Per Maria Assunta era pure un’apparizione, ma più pale- 
se, più concreta; e il fatto di essere donna e quindi di po- 
terla vedere più apertamente e di poterle baciare il Cristo, 
quando quella lo posava fin sulla grata umida, perché vi 
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orasse le labbra (era quasi un contatto cadaverico), solle- 
ando a sua volta la veletta fino al livello delle guance : 
esto le pareva di già un privilegio unico, eccezionale. 
| Suor Maria Carmela non vedeva ancora in Maria Assun- 
ja atteggiamenti eccessivi, ché la sua vocazione religiosa le 
mpediva di capire gli eccessi della pietà; al più: « Pove- 
ina », pensava, « è tanto esasperata, tanto travolta dalla bat- 
di. quotidiana cui la vita la costringe che, se non si di- 
ende cosi, con eroismo, come diversamente potrebbe salvar- 
i? »; e quindi, se non poteva sempre confortarla nel parti- 
olare, molte volte la confortava genericamente, con anima- 
a materna sollecitudine, insistendo nella raccomandazione 
li offrire tutto all’amor di Dio; non si era soprattutto ac- 
‘orta, come, ormai sovente, eccitata e meravigliata del ri- 


betersi di quegli inviti, Maria Assunta le rispondesse: « Ma 


> già offerto, è già stato tutto offerto da un pezzo, reverenda 
Madre, è sottinteso. E Dio lo sa bene! » 


| «Si», rispondeva allora la badessa, « stasera diremo il 
Rosario tutto per lei, oltre alle orazioni solite. Sì, glielo pro- 
netto, tutto per lei, per la sua interna pace, per le gravi 
responsabilità del suo alto stato ». 

Maria Assunta raccontava alla badessa, non sale — co- 
me si è detto — tutti i fatti del vecchio tempo, ma anche 
e piccole minime banali angustie quotidiane. Si riferivano 
igli episodi più insignificanti della vita e si lamentava se 
qualcuno (Pietro o qualche altro) fosse stato in quelle con- 
ingenze diverso da come avrebbe voluto: « Sa, madre, oggi 
mi ha risposto così male, così male, che mi ha fatto com- 
mettere un vero peccato d’ira e, se è vero che la disciplina 
> la gerarchia hanno valore divino al mondo, direi proprio 
she la responsabilità non può ricadere su di me. Era troppo! 
E anche l’Annetia, anche Annetta, si, chi lo direbbe? E 
stato un esempio orribile per Giovanni. Non che anche An- 
netta abbia risposto male direttamente, coscientemente, ma 
ha tollerato che mi si mancasse di rispetto in una forma 
roppo passiva, scorretta. La donna che ci aiuta in guarda- 
oba, non è cattiva, ma ha la lingua lunga. Quando le ho 
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detto che le camicie del signor Pietro, che in fin dei coni 
è il padrone, erano stirate male (pare impossibile, è cos 
delicato quell’uomo in queste cose! tanto rozzo in tante altr 
nelle quali avrebbe il dovere di essere delicato!); insomma 
quando ho detto questo: ‘Così mi ha insegnato di fare lei 
rispose, ‘che colpa ho io se non insegna bene?’. Così 
osato rispondere! E si tratta di una donna che ho salva 
io dalla strada; l’ho accasata, sistemata io; ne ho fatto 
essere umano. Ma, di tanto in tanto, il selvaggio, il demox 
niaco le danno fuori. E così ha pretese, ha pretese! E anche 
Annetta non ha capito pienamente la gravità dell’affrontd 
che mi si recava ». 

«Ho capito benissimo », ribatteva il più delle volte An« 
netta in questi casi; battendo i piedi, presa dal convulsa 
isterico e come un animale che si guarda attorno e cerca con 
gli occhi dove fuggire. « Ma Giacinta (così si chiamava Pal 
tra domestica) è invidiosa di me e, se le do torto, non smette 
più di farmi i dispetti, quando può. Non smette più! E ic 
sono piü buona di lei ». D 

La poverina, semidemente com’era, restava tutta presai 
in quei momenti, dalla sua eccitazione infantile. 

Allora la badessa sospirava: « Figlia mia, quanta pazien: 
za al mondo, quanta pazienza, per questo poco di respon: 
sabilità che ci è stata data! ». Così cominciava rivolta a Maria 
Assunta. E poi: « tutto per amor di Gesù. E anche tu, An: 
netta, sei buona ma sei tepida e presuntuosa. Come puoi 
avere il coraggio di dire che sei più buona di un’altra creas 
tura di Dio, se sei tanto paurosa per nulla, da non avere il 
coraggio di difendere la tua benefattrice; una madre, più che 
una sorella maggiore? » 

Erano questi i momenti nei quali Maria Assunta si sen- 
tiva sostanzialmente confortata da infinite amarezze; questo 
riconoscimento pressoché divino dei suoi meriti, le pareva 
quasi un’anticamera del paradiso. 

Annetta invariabilmente scoppiava in pianto, domanda- 
va perdono come un automa. La badessa la benediceva. Ma: 
ria Assunta la benediceva. « Anche i giusti peccano settan 


490 


VISITE ALL ABBADESSA 


ja volte sette in un solo giorno! », mormoravano a mo” di 
Fommiato. E la frase fioriva ormai sincrona e spontanea sulle 
loro labbra, si guardavano, le due madri (quella nella car- 
ne e quella nello spirito), con un medesimo sguardo con- 
senziente, carico di muta comprensione per i falli umani di 


ui entrambe, per diverse esperienze, avevano pur larga co- 
moscenza. 


« Ora va in pace », concludeva la badessa. « Sta al- 
legra! ». 


( 


E Annetta tornava davvero ilare e allegra a un tratto, 
icappava via con Giovanni per mano. Si rifugiava in una 
:hiesetta lì presso, poco fuori sulla strada; lì diceva tre Ave 


| 
Maria di pentimento e di ringraziamento, Si sentiva ella fe- 


ice, nella sua povertà e nella sua leggerezza, con quel bam- 


ino al fianco, con quel piccolo figlio dei suoi padroni vo- 
ato a cose grandi e sante nel mondo; e lo sollecitava a pre- 
gare con lei, perché egli aveva le preghiere innocenti sulle 
labbra, quelle che vanno alte, alte al trono dell’Altissimo; 
e, con questa convinzione, anche il bimbo pregava, si esi- 
larava alto sulle punta dei piedi... 

Maria Assunta non aveva omesso di confidare a suor 
Maria Carmela l’osservazione che il frate di Padova, quando 
vi era andata, non era stato proprio come avrebbe voluto 
lei. « Sarà valida lo stesso, quella benedizione? », le aveva 
chiesto. 

Si era rasserenata quando suor Carmela le aveva risposto 
un: « Mi meraviglio! », molto grosso. « Ma sicuro che è va- 
lida! Ci vorrebbe altro! Ogni prete non è se non un indegno 
ministro e, se è distratto e non convenientemente attento al 
suo sacro ufficio e alla pietà dei fedeli cui serve, tanto peggio 
per lui! Ci vorrebbe altro! Sarebbe davvero una bella ro- 
vina per tutti noi peccatori, se non fosse così! Sono così 
disinvolti, ora, questi preti giovani, così faciloni, così uomini 
e impreparati! Ma, non andiamo avanti a giudicare, non è 
affare nostro! A noi importa avere le nostre carte in regola 
per la vita eterna ». 

Un altro giorno Maria Assunta chiese a madre Carmela 
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se le fosse stato possibile andarsi a confessare da lei, anziché 
dal confessore: « Come sarebbe giusto! Come mi piacereb-. 
be! », le disse. « Che riposo sarebbe, per lo spirito, avere 
da lei l’assoluzione! ». 

«Mi ci mancherebbe davvero anche questa responsabi-. 
lità! », rispose allora suor Carmela, visibilmente perplessa, 
E le consigliò un confessore particolare, dal quale Maria As: 
sunta si recò per due volte; ma poi non vi si recò più, e los 
disse a madre Carmela. «E un uomo che mi dà angoscia, . 
Non mi piace », disse. « Mi rimprovera per le cose più san: 
te, e mi perdona con una incredibile leggerezza i peccatii 
peggiori! ». | 

Per la prima volta, a questa sua uscita, madre Carmela 


fu maternamente severa con la sua prediletta ospite. Le fece 
promettere che sarebbe tornata ancora da quel confessore, , 


| 
1 


| 


fi 


non sempre, ma spesso e per umiltà; proprio perché la rim- 
proverava. Maria Assunta promise e tornd di fatto, da quel 
prete, ma invero, quando aveva poco o nulla da dire; ché: 
ne preferiva un altro, adesso, per le sue confidenze più am- + 
pie, dopo madre Carmela. 

Se tutte le loro orazioni le suore le spendevano per Ma-- 
ria Assunta, questa le spendeva in gran parte per Pietro, ill 
quale, essendo il più peccatore di tutti, ne era anche il più; 
bisognoso. Qualche preghiera, poi, ella la spendeva anche: 
per la suocera: suor Carmela glielo aveva imposto, conside-- 
rando questa generosità indispensabile per la salvezza della: 
sua anima; ma Maria Assunta ne era assai poco convinta. 

Impostata su queste pietose basi, la loro dimestichezza, 
durante quegli anni, era cresciuta al punto che anche lai 
badessa aveva ormai confidato a Maria Assunta molti guaii 
del convento. 

Accadde poi che, avendo le monache una mucca che: 
produceva il latte necessario ai loro bisogni ed essendo que- 
sta morta, rimaste le poverine senza l’aiuto dell’alimento lo-. 
ro più utile, Maria Assunta riuscì a carpire al marito (fu 
l’ultimo atto di carità che gli fece fare; e proprio per i suoi| 
meriti di ricco agricoltore) il dono di una vaccherella latti-| 
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fera. La cosa commosse le suore in modo inverosimile. « Ma 


Il 
N 
i 


Maria Assunta, alludendo al munifico dono del marito. « Lei 


a bene che la carita lava i peccati e dischiude da sola tutte 
porte del cielo! ». 


« Non è cattivo, certo », commento allora Maria Assun- 
‘a, dando un sospiro. « Ma perché le vie della carità 
gliele insegno io, reverenda madre. E che carità è poi que- 
ita? Una vaccherella, quando ne ha zeppe le stalle. Una 
hola! », concluse. 
' «E però queste sono le piccole cose », osservò la ba- 
lessa, « che toccano profondamente la pietà o la misericor- 
ia del cielo ». 
Quando Pietro morì, la suora, dopo aver a lungo medi- 

tato davanti al quadro della Madonna di Santa Maria della 

ellezza: « Direi quasi che era più bella del solito, oggi, 
la nostra Madonna », sentenziò. « E anche il bambino era 
felice. C’era un raggio particolare di sole che faceva risal- 
tare il roseo pallore dei loro volti, una tenera freschezza di 
latte. Il signor Pietro è morto senza Sacramenti, ma la Ma- 
donna, oggi, aveva il sorriso mite e clemente dei grandi gior- 
ni di festa. Io non ho dubbio, ella gli ha concesso l’estremo 
pensiero del ravvedimento finale! ». 

E questo, guardando il loro quadro miracoloso e pre- 
gando per il benefattore defunto, tutte le suore, tutte, senza 
eccezione, avevano contemporaneamente capito. Era una pro- 
va più che bastante a consolare per sempre Maria Assunta, 
tanto più che, se Pietro si era commosso fino al punto di 
regalare la vaccherella, questo suo merito, in fin dei conti, 
questo suo salvarsi per il buco della serratura, lo doveva so- 
prattutto al fatto di avere avuto una sposa come lei. 
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TRE COMPONIMENTI IN VERSI 


FILASTROCCA 
DELLE CINQUE VOCALI 


per J. 


Con le altre donne — della mia vita 
ho chiuso bene o male la partita: 
ultimo errore — di gioventù 

resti soltanto tu. 


Da dodici anni — l'errore dura, 
e del volersi bene la tortura: 

so ch’& la via — della virtù; 
ma a volte non so più. 


Quand’ero paggio — la via maestra 
al centro non cercai, sinistra o destra: 
boccia la boccia — secca colpì: 

io ero tutto lì. 


Alta la ferrea — boccia levavo 
o carezzevole al suol rotolavo: 
carezze e baci — se vuol così 


alla vecchia Fanny. 


Ma poi cercavo — baci e carezze 
e da vere Fanny svenevolezze: 
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rosse di fuoco — ocra, lillà, 


ed anche un po’ più in là. 


Era ogni volta — fuoco di paglia, 
velo di neve al sole che lo squaglia, 
gioco, ricerca — se va la va, 


indove non si sa. 


E di che cosa — ricerca o gioco 
se la felicità mi parve poco? 
quando l’argentea — pioggia cadé, 
andarsene, perché? 


Alte campane — l’argentea aria 
frangevano a Zurigo solitaria: 


basta la Svizzera — così com'è, 
e scordarmi di te! 


Eppure addio — Svizzera, laghi: 
ora memoria e crudeltà mi paghi. 
Cupa dolcezza — ripeterò: 

la mia vita passò. 


Tra bimbi e moglie — dolcezza ed ire, 
come tanti mariti anch’io morire; 

e se misuro — i contro i pro, 

sto bene come sto. 


Nora. — Ferrea boccia, Fanny. Nella Francia meridionale le bocce 
mo chiodate. E in ogni campo è appesa al muro l’oleografia di una don- 
ina seminuda, che, tirandosi su con due dita la sottoveste nera o rosa, 
ta al pubblieo il sedere e un viso dall’espressione canaille: la Fanny. 
uando uno dei due avversari, o dei due gruppi di avversari (coppie, tri- 
lette, quadrette), perde a zero o, come si dice da noi, prende cappotto, 
obbligato a baciare il sedere della Fanny; che è insieme un’umiliazione 
una consolazione. I perdenti eseguono la cerimonia togliendosi il ber- 
tto e marciando con buffonesca solennità e compunzione fino all’oleo- 
afia, tra le risa le grida gli evviva degli avversari e di tutti gli astanti. 
ella Repubblica delle Bocce, che un amico genovese vagheggiò in altri 
mpi, tale costume dovrebbe diventar legge. 
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ritornando in seno alla famiglia 
fiori primavera 


gettarmi giù mordere 
terra fresca nera. 


Verso il cielo volgermi, 
velo unito bianco, 
di rimorsi d’opere 
di volontà stanco. 


Nella terra morbida 
affondare meglio 
d’ogni notte, rapido 
e senza risveglio. 


Eppure, se ridere 
vedo i volti amati + 
ringrazierò libero \ 
che mi sono nati: 


dolore dolcissimo y 
essi mi continuano, * 
e la morte muoia. 
ü 
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perché non abbandoni I’Italia ma soltanto la cosa pubb lic a 
e torni finalmente agli ozi poetici, ai veri amici | 


Troppo tempo ormai muta la musa, $ 
Giacomo, tua, l’esilio additi 
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non ti fu già esilio? né i riti 
_ d’una scienza servilmente astrusa? 
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VIGNULA 


Lasciò la sposa di sera, la seconda sera dopo le nozze, e a vent'anni 
di distanza dalla laurea in legge ha ripreso gli studi per l’esame da 
avvocato. 

Anche per noi che gli siamo amici da decenni, queste sue imprese, 
fino a sabato scorso, erano circonfuse da nebbia; egli alle nostre do- 
mande scansava l’argomento, mormorando: «vi dirò, vi dirò poi ». 
Ovvero sollevando gli occhiali sulla fronte e guardandoci con i grigi 
occhi, sfocati e gravi, aggiungeva discorsetti di questo senso: « Ma 
cosa potrei dirvi? Sentimenti esatti o meccanici avvenimenti? Io stesso, 
dentro di me, mi spiego le cose con una parola sola, forse nuova per 
voi, ma per me comprensiva di tutto: Vignula ». Gli veniva un sorriso 
con le labbra strette, come un sacchetto chiuso, e rapidamente lo fer- 
mava anche negli occhi. 

Scherzammo assai su tale suo schermirsi dietro una misteriosa pa- 
rola. Da tempo imitavamo il suo sorriso speciale e « Vignula, vignula! » 
era un nostro intercalare, o una chiusura di discussione tra noi, a pro- 
posito o a sproposito. 

Ma da sabato, da quando il caro amico ci ha spippolato la sua con- 
fessione, il nostro sorriso per quella parola è diverso, è un sorriso che 
mettendo nei nostri commenti un nucleo men leggero ci ridiscende den- 
tro come sassolino nell’acqua e si effonde nella mente e ce la muove 
a immaginazioni e a riflessioni su non impossibili affetti. 

Non diamo completamente ragione al nostro amico, non accettiamo 
tutte le sue scuse sull’abbandono di una sposa che ha i pregi della 
bellezza, della ricchezza, e la dote suprema della gioventù offerta a 
lui già più che quarantenne, ma ora, almeno, lo comprendiamo. Egli 
ha forse spiegato non soltanto a noi ma a se stesso, come una vita 
divenga ombrata dall’esperienza e quale rumore disparato il mondo 
può dare a chi sia in età matura. 
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_ Sabato sera, dunque, noi tre — Giorgio, Ferrero ed io — salimmo 
i poco più su del Po, alla Trattoria del Muro. Le due stanze al pianter- 
| reno, il pergolato e il giuoco delle bocce, sono in mezzo al gruppetto 
| poliedrico di viuzze e case non nuove, non smodate, le quali occupano 
) con ancor paesana tranquillità uno dei lembi collinari di Torino. Fra 
| maggio e giugno l’effluvio dei prati e dei boschi scende fin li sotto il 
| muro della Trattoria semicittadina; e ai suoi tavoli di legno o di pietra 
sgorgano, su dalla cantina terrosa, con richiesta facile in ogni stagione, 
| le bottiglie di Nebbiolo o di Barbaresco. 
| Il nostro amico era seduto sotto il pergolato. Il raggio della lam- 
| padina elettrica, tra le foglie e tra qualche farfallina circonlucente, 
| ribrillava nella bottiglia nera posata sul tavolo, quasi scoprendole una 
spalluccia; e insisteva, fisso, sulla nuca chinata dell’uomo, come su un 
| oggetto, intaccandola però con il segno d’una stanchezza indifesa. 
| Sentimmo una simpatia affettuosa per lui vedendolo con gli avan- 
| bracci contro lo scrimolo del tavolo e le mani quasi congiunte, a conca, 
per sorreggere il fascicolo che intensamente leggeva. 
È Lo interrompemmo a bruciapelo. Ne fu contento. « Basta », esclamò 


| 3 5 oe, 3 
i ragazzescamente, « ho studiato tutto il pomeriggio. Mangiamo ». 
Ci apprestarono la tavola e tutti e tre i componenti della famiglia 


Venne la madre e uno di noi, Giorgio, il più giovane, come se 
ammirasse la padrona per la prima volta, disse: « Che fisionomia no- 
| bile, che calma esatta, e che occhi ben cigliati, bene guardanti. Sembra 
che nell’età in cui è, sia sempre stata, e non possa invecchiare di più; 
| sembra l’effigie antica e perenne di una faccia una sola volta svelata ». 
| Venne il padre, recandoci carni crude e vino, e anch’io tentai di 
‘sfaccettare la realtà, dicendo: « Visto con che modo leggero e destro 
i stappa e mesce, e come anche di fattezze è gentile e leggero, e nell’e- 


| spressione tutto acume? ». 


Il nostro amico scelse l’elogio del figlio, dell’aitante Bruno. Ci 
raccontò che nel pomeriggio, mentre Bruno mediante lo spruzzo portato 
da un lungo tubo inaffiava il gioco delle bocce, era venuta una gio- 
\vanotta biondella e languorosa: « Signor Bruno, dove me l’ha messa la 

sporta che le ho lasciata ». Essa, usando il tempo delle parole, tentava 

di avvicinarsi a lui, senza guardare la sporta che stava sopra un tavo- 
‘lino, in chiara mostra, aperta e semivuota. Ma Bruno non abbocco, 
‘chiamò il padre: « Pa, dagliela tu», e senza più voltarsi continuò a 
inaffiare, come prima, forse aggiungendo al lavoro soltanto un più 
pensato divertimento. 

« Capito? Capito? », ci cantilenò il nostro amico, «e non è la 
prima volta che io noto come Bruno tralasci il naturale trastullo 
delle ragazze per qualche suo più consentaneo giuoco. Ed egli è ancora 
pieno di gioventù, altro che me. Avete capito? ». 
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«Ah » disse Ferrero. «Sei in un buon momento. Forse il momento 
del tuo abbandono? ». 

A Giorgio e a me, la battuta parve stonata, ma all'amico no, pro- 
babilmente perché già avvenato dal vino o perché contento del gingillic 
affine dei nostri pensieri, che gli dimostravano ancora una volta qual: 
tipi siamo noi. Rispose a Ferrero: « Forse ». 

Sotto la lampadina del pergolato eravamo soltanto noi; gli altr. 
avventori, i soliti, anch’essi dopo la settimana di lavoro venuti all 
l’onesto vino e a un premio di parole, stavano oltre la vetrata, nell’in: 
terno. Noi mangiavamo ormai più lentamente, sbocconcellavamo pe: 
dilungarci al vino e a una desta requie, quando l’amico chiudendo : 
metà una mia frase indifferente disse: 

« Scusami, caro, se ti fermo. Spiegherò Vignula a tutti ». 

Si tolse gli occhiali indietreggiando alquanto con la testa. 

lo volli versargli da bere, egli già parlava: 

« Se state così attenti ho soggezione, sembrate dei giudici o dei 
lettori... Ma sì, la nostra età di mezzo è una sosta, è come il rincolll 
d'un fiume dopo la corsa della gioventù e prima dell’altra, è un’eca 
uno specchio e un miraggio; è il tempo forse meno allegro e mens 
triste, in cui ci si può dire qualcosa, o almeno pensarla, almeno ascoli 
tarla, prima che i gorgogli delle nostre menti spariscano con i corpi... > 

« Come nello stagno bollicine di tuffate rane ». i 

L'interruzione fu di Giorgio, la prima e l’ultima, e servi soltanti 
a confermare che noi avevamo il diapason dell’amico e che l’avremm: 
ascoltato comprensivi. 

«Passo alla storia », riprese lui, «però vi accorgerete che per m 
i fatti non sono che un preambolo o un sottinteso epilogo. 

Era già stata stabilita dai due pronubi, mio zio Pompeo e la z 
e madrina di Emma, miss Betta, che la prima tappa del viaggio di noz 
di Emma e mio sarebbe stata in Riviera, appunto alla Villa Pensio 
Emma, proprietà di miss Betta, la quale così aveva prenominato e 
lungimirante generosità, molto innanzi la nascita, la figlia di un s 
fratello. 


Emma, la seconda sera, uscita con me alla chetichella dalla dinin; 
room, giungendo fuori della porta esterna, mi aveva dato un bacio 
più baci, dicendo: « Sei mio marito e ti voglio bene ». Bel viso tra. 
capelli bruni, bella pelle, Emma. Non saprei definire la faccia « 
Emma diversamente che con un’antitesi: Emma era — è! — pallio 
con splendore, come certe primule; soltanto alle labbra ha un po” + 
carminio, e occhi lieti, iridi nere e nitide. Fu così breve il fidanzamen: 
che io quella sera ammirando lei tutta vicina provavo: una felici 
troppo nuova perché poco sognata. Con una ingenuità resa prezio: 
dal suo ‘sorriso adocchiante, essa mi disse: ‘chiudi gli occhi un minuti 
poi cercami’. 
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Avevo ubbidito, e in quel minuto di aprile leggero e buio stavo ac- 
| corgendomi dello sparpagliato odore delle cucine alberghiere, poi del 
-clangore di un treno nel tratto delle arcate sopra la piazzetta, poi del 
respiro lindo del mare. 

Riaperti gli occhi, la luce dell’insegna con il nome della Pensione 
e di mia moglie nel presuntuoso e flaccido neon, punì la mia acquie- 
scenza di sposo. Oltre la vetrata della veranda, nella dining-room, c’era 
a zia Betta con l’occhialino in cima al biodo della sua persona risecchita. 
Sapete, è come una durlindana di cartone, zia Betta: essa saltellava 
non con il corpo, ma con la voce, su toni di cortesia stridula, rivolta 
ad alcuni ospiti inglesi. Udivo il brusio mencio e blando, per me in- 
- comprensibile, di quegli stranieri che conversavano e mangiavano. 
n Quante facce, quanti animi ignoti. Lo zio Pompeo aveva stabilito che 
- fosse di mia convenienza imparare l’inglese, e sarebbe pure stata una 
bella mossa verso miss Betta. ‘Perché non il russo, piuttosto?’, gli 
| avevo chiesto, senza poi inalberarmi in una controversia. 


y 


Ma Emma mi aveva fatto capire che sopportava con intelligenza 
tanto la ricchezza di sua zia quanto la mia pigrizia, ormai cronica, 
- secondo lei, e derivante dalla educazione errata dalla mia famiglia che 
la ricchezza ebbe avuta. Comunque di fronte a un improvviso matri- 
i monio d'amore e d'interesse, io avevo ceduto. Riascoltavo il respiro 
_ preciso del mare quando Emma mi chiamò: ‘Enzo!’. 

Pronunziò una seconda volta il mio nome, vezzeggiandolo, con una 
y e lunga: ‘Eènzo!, non mi hai trovata, sono sulla terrazza, vieni’. 
Ñ Salii gli scalini adagio, indugiavo per avere ancora qualche istante 


di riflessione fantasiosa sulla voce di Emma, appena imparata, sulla 

sua presenza giovane, sul suo corpo appena sbocciato, che già amavo; 
forse desiderando un attimo di più la gioia di averla contro la guancia 
e tra le braccia. 


E fu allora che un fattorino postale mi raggiunse e mi consegnò il 
telegramma. Era da Roma; girato da Torino, firmato Giannuzzi, il 
falegname che avevo conosciuto tra i cineasti. 

Stefanuccia in agonia. Stop. Venga subito. 

L’avevo aperto sul ripiano della scala, tra le due rampe, la luce 
era scarsa, lo lessi due volte, smarrendo in quegli attimi il senso gra- 
fico — descrittivo e preciso — delle parole; avendo invece l’impressio- 
ne di un fragore che senza tramite esterno mi premesse il petto e la 
memoria. Ciò vi parrà un'immaginazione di riflesso, ma per me e an- 

| che per tutto il senso dei sentimenti che vi confido è importante. 

In una notizia tremenda che cos’altro sentite voi oltre la vergogna 
della nostra impotenza di fronte al dolore? Vi ribellate esaltandovi, 

| impotenti, o vi rassegnate? Volete che tutti sappiano o nessuno? 
Emma si era intanto affacciata sulla scala: 
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‘Eènzo, cosa c’è’. 

Si accorse subito, credo, che nel volgersi a lei i miei occhi spalamı 
cati non guardavano. 

‘Enzo, cos'hai?’ riprese; e parlammo: 

‘Devo andare via’. 

‘Chi ti ha telegrafato?’. 

‘Un amico’. 

‘Che vuole?’. 

‘Devo andare a Roma, subito’. 

‘Gli gira?’. 

‘Prendo il primo treno che passa’. 


Quando siamo infiammati da un fatto o da un sentimento interiore 
e si deve, ciò nonostante, parlare, il dialogo, sebbene sia naturale e: 
sebbene sia con chi si ama, risulta meschino. Basta un’inflessione dellal 
voce, un tenue gesto, per farlo intoppare nella durezza che sta dentro: 
di noi, dimostrando così l’estraneità di chiunque. Però quello è uni 
modo di farci capire quali siamo o di affrettarci a essere tali. 


Emma, la quale forse più di me aveva motivo di sentirmi estraneo 
nascose in una sua intelligente immediata alterezza i sentimenti che io: 
credevo affettuosi; non mi disse più nulla, non ricorse a nessuno, mij 
salvò da zia Betta comparsa in fondo alla scala. 

‘Domani a mezzogiorno volete i pansotti, cari?’ chiedeva miss 
Betta. 

‘Si, cara zia’, rispose Emma, ‘pansotti, pansotti! Ma adesso noi an- 
diamo a dormire. Buona notte’. 

‘Buona notte’, dovette mormorare zia Betta. Ma ci investigò com 
l’occhialino dinanzi agli occhi falbi, da civetta, non civettuoli. 

Emma entrò in camera con me, prese qualcosa, uscì subito, cosicchè 
io rimasi alcuni minuti nella perplessità, poi incominciai a preparare,. 
adagio, la valigia. 

Ma Emma tornò prima d'un quarto d’ora e mi disse recisamente:: 

‘Il primo treno passa alle venti e mezza’. 

‘Grazie’, risposi. 

‘Qui c’è il biglietto’, soggiunse lei, e si sedette vicino al letto: 
prendendo un libro e lasciandosi cadere sul grembo il biglietto per il 
mio viaggio. Io dopo un momento, alzando gli occhi dalla valigia,, 
sbirciai Emma: leggeva apparentemente tranquilla, il biglietto era in 
mostra: S.ta Margherita - Roma T.ni, I Cl. 


Attraverso la finestra aperta si vedeva già la luna all’orizzonte, la 
nostra luna di miele sul mare. Si udiva il placido vociare serale, lo 
zezzio di un’orchestrina, e dalla litoranea invece delle ondate marine 
giungeva un ronfare assiduo di motori. Non c’era nessun chiodo che 
sollevasse la nostra improvvisa e nuova situazione reciproca. 
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Suonarono le otto. 


Il mio sguardo riandò al telegramma che avevo posato sul marmo 
del cassettone: ne rividi mentalmente le parole e mi parve allora che 
l'impressione quasi insensata di quella notizia fosse l’eco di tutto un 
altro tempo e l’eco mi si spiegasse con il ricordo di fragorose acque 
montane. Ripresi un momento quel foglio giallo poi lo rimisi là. Fa- 
cevo tutto adagio, meccanicamente, ma senza soste; perciò indossai 
l’impermeabile, poi chiusi la valigia e mi avvicinai a Emma per salu- 
tarla e per allungare la mano verso il biglietto sul suo grembo. 

‘Grazie, arrivederci’..., incominciai, con voce bassa, e non so nem- 
meno adesso, forse era tutto quanto potevo dire. 

Emma lasciò cadere il libro, ma riuscì ad afferrare il biglietto del 
viaggio nel rapido momento in cui le scivolava, lo tenne appena da- 
vanti a me, poi facendo una smorfietta beffarda che però — la rivedo 
ancora — s’era mossa da un sorriso, lo lacerò tra le sue svelte mani ». 


« Arrivai appena in tempo al treno, salii in una carrozza di terza 
classe, mi sedetti vicino al finestrino e all’alba ero alla stazione Ter- 
mini. 

Zitti, zitti. Per ora non commentate, non mormorate, non dite che 
sorvolo. Credete che il mio viaggio sia stata la bazza di un cinico? Oh, 
no, passai tutta la notte nel rimorso e nell’ansia del presente e nella 
rievocazione febbrile del mio più caro passato. Per me il telegramma 
non era rimasto sul marmo del cassettone, ma stava sempre aperto da- 
vanti ai miei occhi, quasi sul finestrino del treno, con il suo cartiglio, 
riscritto continuamente sulle oscure pagine del viaggio. 

Infine ripensai le parole nel loro significato più semplice. In ago- 
nia. Stop. Quello stop involontariamente barbarico del buon Giannuz- 
zi ora mi dava ora mi toglieva la speranza. 

Ma non avrebbe senso che io vi riferissi le cose come le riebbi 
dalla memoria, quella notte, a strattoni di commozione. Mi rifarò da 
molto più lontano, riassesterò per me e per voi il resoconto del pas- 


sato ». 


« Ero arrivato a Pruney nel dicembre del 1938. Lo zio Pompeo 
aveva comprato la segheria Venod e affidato a me l’amminisirazione. 
Ho qualche riconoscenza verso lo zio sebbene alle sue generosità (non 
so se anche a quella di combinare il matrimonio per me) egli sia co- 
stretto, lo sapete, poiché si muove molto a stento, rattrappito com’e, 


per l’artrite nelle gambe. I 
Il paese di Pruney, cinquecento metri d’altitudine, è circa a metà 
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della lunga valle, sulla sinistra orografica, all’indritto, in mezzo ad una 
discreta largura con campagna e frutteti. 

Vi è una mulattiera che da borgata a borgata, attraverso vigneti, 
castagneti, boschi di larici e di pini, monta su per tutto il vallone di 
Vancourère fino agli estremi pascoli sotto le nevi. La vecchia segheria 
Venod è in luogo solitario, all’inverso, sulla sponda destra del fiume, 
in parte sopra il pelo dell’acqua, sostenuta da tronchi di larice a guisa 
di palafitte. 

Io presi l’abitudine di dormire là nello sgabuzzino stesso che ser- 
viva da ufficio. Sporgendomi dalla finestra avevo sotto di me il fiume 
che in quel tratto è vorticoso e veloce, con schiocchi e gorgogli: la sua 
vocalità notturna mi dominava il sonno con un ritmo d’immensa sme- _ 
moratezza. Ma quando mi svegliavo il tonfare dell’acqua mi vibrava 
nel torace. Sentivo che il mio vivere di prima e le sue abitudini si 
erano allontanate come nel fiume acque già discese. Mi piacquero i 
giorni con esatte e semplici occupazioni, tra operai e boscaioli, in un 
ambiente poco moderno ma senza finzioni. 

Lo zio Pompeo, sistemato l’affare, mi aveva lasciato solo, e io, i 
con scarponi e abiti vecchi diventai paesano di Pruney. Il percorso 
dalla Segheria al ponte e di lì al paese, non lungo, era però sufficiente . 
a darmi qualche lusinga. Le ragazze, poveri fiori villerecci in attesa 
delle nozze, già mi occhieggiavano. Tutti ormai mi conoscevano. Man- 
giavo all’Osteria della Discesa, la meno povera, ancora alquanto otto- 
centesca, e tosto cominciai a trascorrervi le serate. Il padrone della 
osteria è Paul Frazy, alto e fatticcio, sempre in giaccone di fustagno 
e con due sacconi di brache strette alle caviglie: ‘alla bergamasca’, 
diceva lui, ‘quando ero in Francia; e alla francese ora che sono in 
Italia’. Egli, come i nomi, la fauna e la flora diverse di quelle alture 
che fino a noi del Po danno l’orizzonte e i tramonti, era un’autentica 
varietà del tipo italiano. Capriccioso nella violenza e nella cortesia, 
pronto a insultare chi chiedesse un bicchiere solo di vino: ‘Non dò 
meno di un quartuccio!’, gridava; ma sommario nei grossi conti, che 
diminuiva a casaccio, di colpo, offrendo ancora la grappa ed escla- 
mando: ‘Non sono un oste io, sono un ospite!’. Esprimeva il bistic- 
cio con la parola hôte, e contento che pochi lo capissero, sghignaz- 
zando spiegava: ‘Non sono un gargotier!”. 

Anche con l’ostessa, grossa, ansante, visibile soltanto attraverso la 
porta della cucina in una distanza fittizia per il fumo del camino e 
per i vapori del minestrone, Paul Frazy passava volubilmente dalle 
suppliche agli ordini perentori, sempre però chiamandola ‘padrona’. 

Frazy aveva modi costantemente benigni soltanto verso tre persone. 
La prima di queste era Nicolas, un anziano bevitore di quartini e fu- 
matore di pipa, il quale sedeva in sala al tavolo più vicino alla stufa, 
turgido sotto la cacciatora e il panciotto slacciati, faccia rossa e occhi 
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elesti, con la dignitá di lunghi baffi pendenti e grigi; e cosi educato 
| che non sputava mai sul pavimento, bensì dentro la stufa con molta 
perizia di scaracchi. Ex dispensiere di un grande albergo di Nizza, in 
paese lo chiamavano le pourvoyeur Nicolas: il titolo sapeva di ironia, 
‘ poiché era un segreto di tutti che Nicolas, pur pagando regolarmente le 
proprie razioni di vino, si tratteneva ogni sera, dopo la chiusura, con 
a ‘apparenza di terminare la partita di spizzichino, cioè di tresette in due, 
pa con Paul, ma in realtà per verificare l’incasso della giornata e metter- 
| sene un poco nelle tasche del panciotto, secondo la quotizzazione di un 
ancor più segreto contratto con Frazy, relativo a una giovanile cessione 
| della ‘padrona’ e dei muri dell’osteria, da parte dello stesso Nicolas. 
Mon Paulin’ chiamava Nicolas; ‘Mou cousin’ rispondeva Paul, mellifluo. 
hc Le altre due persone considerate dolcemente, non solo da Frazy 
uma da tutti, erano le figlie di lui: Lison e Manon, bionde e carnacciute, 
| poco più che ventenni, allora. 


‘Tutta la società di Pruney, negozianti, sensali, vaccari, impiegati 
i del Comune e dei pochi uffici, nativi o no, trascorrevano le feste e le 
| serate dei giorni di fiera all’osteria della Discesa. Allora il giubilo e 
¡la confusione della sala vasta come una stalla e piena fino alle finestre, 
“con qualcuno persino seduto a cavalcione sul davanzale, erano tali che 
«i montanari delle frazioni più alte, scesi a valle con il loro vecchio 
abito delle nozze, passando lungo i muri della Discesa, e sentendo tra 

“il vociare gagliardo e coraggioso dei bevitori gli strilli voluttuosi di 

| Lison e Manon, rallentavano come svigoriti dal desiderio e non osando 

| entrare proseguivano con gli occhi offuscati dal pensiero della propria 

_ abiettezza. 

a Alcune sere feriali invece, sere per lo più nevicose sul paese freddo 
e smorto, erano la riserva di pochi giovanotti danarosi. Si incominciava 
con uno spuntino di carne salata e funghi: ciò era come un avviso a 

Paul e Nicolas di far presto con il loro spizzichino e di terminare con 

eccezionale anticipo i loro conteggi, in modo da lasciare libera la sala. 

Manon e Lison facevano scialo di giovialità, senza gelosie reciproche: 
l’una o l’altra confusamente, l’una e l’altra insieme, appena chiamate 
oltre il banco, s’accostavano festevoli come cucciole. 

Fui ammesso anch’io nella consorteria dalla sera in cui Lison — o 
Manon -- fece pure con me come con gli altri giovanotti, il giuoco del 
pet-en-bouche, una familiarità più marchiana dello scarica barili, per- 
ché è un mezzo capitombolo, a due, inversamente uniti e con le 
gambe spraccate. Poi nella somiglianza di fattezze e di maniere, come 
di nomi, delle due ragazze, imparai a conoscere le gradazioni. Manon 
era specialista nel nascondinello dei botticini di liquore, ce li faceva 
cercare, li trovavamo in qualche spiraglio o nicchietta tra il suo abito 
dovevamo berli. Lison, poiché in paese soltanto il 


e la sua pelle, e 
era canterina: standosene sulle ginocchia 


parroco possedeva la radio, 
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dell’uno o dell’altro insegnava motivi e parole e incitava a farle co» 
a squarciagola; poi qualcuno ripeteva sull’armonica ritornelli breviss: 
mi e rapidi, e si ballava precipitosamente, scossandoci le membra; fi 
ché ci veniva ogni fame. 

Anch’io allora avevo il ventre forte. Entravamo nella cucina, abba 
donata dalla ‘padrona’ e si sfruconavano cibarie a casaccio. Andava 
a turno nella baracca della legnaia e Manon e Lison ricevevano aiu 
non soltanto per i trucioli della stufa. Quando uscivo dalla Disces 
attraversando la vacua. alta notte invernale, compativo la mia miser 
sera, pensavo che per misera che fosse era dello stesso genere del 
massime baldorie che la società possa combinare. Sul ponte, punzecchi 
to dalla sizza e dal nevischio io fischiettavo, da vincitore. i 

Siete prossimi a protestare, vero? Pensate di nuovo che io sia et 
nico e che appositamente vi allontani da quel nome femminile dei 
telegramma del Giannuzzi. No, sta venendo; con minore fiamma per 
ché voglio che risulti tanto a me quanto a voi il tempo passato dt 
allora, ma non con minor fuoco perché l’impressione di ció che ma 
sgranchiò dalla Discesa, mi è rimasta. 


E ve lo dico ormai: neppure ho lasciato Emma per altra donna 
ma, come credo, per altro amore. 


Nella primavera si fecero meno frequenti le baldorie della Discesa 
io dovetti salire più d’una volta alle borgate e oltre, nei valloni e ne 
combali, per trattare dei lotti di conifere, per far marcare i tronchi 
e poi, verso maggio, per impiantare sotto un bosco di larici una cow 
lisse o sovenda. Salivo per lo più dalla parte del vallone di Vancourère 
anche oltre Prevert, la borgata maggiore, che sta con le sue case & 
pietra e di larice, con i grandi tetti a triangolo e con la antica chiesi 
cimiteriale sul margine di un esteso altipiano pastorale, oltre i 170 
metri di altitudine, dove la gente vive con povertà, con fatica, ma com 
giunta alla continuità della propria terra, perciò non miserabile. 


Quel promontorio emerge alto su la biforcazione del vallone stess: 
il quale verso i 1200 metri si raccoglie discendendo su Pruney coi 
unica e lunga forra impraticabile. Sul foglio corografico della zona 
fitto di curve di livello e ora grigio ora chiaro nella gradazione com 
venzionale di selve e praterie, di rocce e di nevi, il vallone di Vancou 
rère è come una svelta ipsilon. Ma la natura disegnò quella Y co: 
una profondità di forre e un’ertezza di sponde che incidono e varian 
la montagna, distanziando di ore e ore i boschi, le rupi, le frane, 
prati, le fredde acque, fra piccoli clos o pianori recinti da pendii ap 
pena erbosi, tra costiere e combali dove la gente — poca, ma identic 
a moi — vivendo con gli armenti nelle sparse e solitarie dimore, se 
parate da impervii cammini, soffre tutto l’anno per mantenersi umana 

Io salivo e girovagavo anche un poco oltre la necessità, non da al 
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| „Pinista, perché non ammalato di orgogliosa impetigine della verticalità; 


u 


| 


ma contento ormai di mettere la mia transitoria gioventù parallela- 
mente a quella sempre rinnovata della natura. Scoprivo ciò che 
era sempre stato: luoghi quasi ferini, ma puri; gente più simile all’an- 
tica che alla moderna, lavoratori di montagna, crudi ma genuini; non 
subendo altre seduzioni sentivo più forte il battito della libertà. 
Allora, quasi contemporaneamente, conobbi Barnaba e Stefanuccia. 
Vorrei parlare di loro insieme, descriverli con una musica, o con quel- 
la armonia più alta perché meno sensuale che è la poesia; ma com’è 


possibile? Dirò prima di Barnaba, ovvero cercherò di fare un modesto 


intarsio, un facile inserimento. 


La montagna ai primi di maggio non ha ancora olezzi, ma già le 
frivole cincie, con i loro trilli da campanellino svolazzano da pini ad 
abeti a cercare psili o altri insetti. Io una mattina di cielo incerto e 
freddo tra sole e vento, giunto al centro dell’Y di Vancourère, invece di 


seguire la mulattiera verso Prevert costeggiai sulla sinistra lungo un 


sentiero poco segnato, quasi orizzontale attraverso una selva scoscesa, 
così scoscesa e pendente sull’avvallamento che pinastri e cembri per 
crescere e svettare si storcono a rampino. 


Dopo un po’, addentrato in quel vallone disabitato, a uno svolto 
udii fragoroso e alto l’urlo di una cascata sfociante, gonfia di nevi 


disciolte, fuori da una strozzatura rocciosa. Volli andare a vedere 


e in dieci minuti il sentiero mi portò sopra una rupe che sporgeva 


come un grande aggetto sbilenco. Avevo di fronte, a meno di venti 


metri, lo scrimolo di una parete rocciosa su l’altra fiancata della forra, 
e sotto di me, in fondo al burrone, sentivo divincolarsi il torrente 
come in una lunga cruna del monte. 

La traccia di qualche passaggio pareva seguitare un po’ all’indietro 
e in salita, ma vedevo anche un sentiero sull’altra sponda, nella fian- 
cata di rincontro, oltre un dirupo e verso un pendio qua e là cespu- 


> gliato da ginepri. Non scorgevo però nessun modo o mezzo di varcare 


= lots e A 


il baratro. Orlando o Rodomonte sarebbero passati con un grande bal- 
zo: io invece trovai quello che c’era: un ponticello. Per scoprirlo de- 
vetti fare la salita del mio sentiero, con il quale giunto sopra un alto 


‘roccione, ne ridiscesi subito, come in un ritortiglio, giungendo prima 


in un anfratto, poi su una sporgenza dirimpetto a una fessura della pa- 
rete sulla sponda opposta. 

In quel tratto nascosto e non raggiunto dal sole, anzi ventoso e 
spruzzolato dal vortice, erano stati gettati e incastrati tra le opposte 
cengie alcuni tronchi di larici e un mancorrente di rami ancora scorzuti; 
il ponticello, lungo forse cinque o sei metri, traballante, era quasi 


gaio sopra lo spacco e il vuoto del burrone. 
La fessura dell’altra sponda, scalpellata rozzamente, mi fece sor- 
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montare la rupe e passai oltre: così giunsi sul sentiero che avevo ve-- 
duto in mezzo ai ginepri. Percorsi ancora un tratto orizzontale, poi: 
seguendo alcune rapide giravolte scesi fino al margine di una lunga: 
e nera muraglia di rocce levigate, sotto cui rividi il profondo corridoio: 
del torrente. A metà di quella nera muraglia correva in un susseguirsi; 
di tronchi incavati la striscia vivida di un ru: il piccolo canale era: 
trionfalmente sorretto da pilieri di larice e da mensole infisse nella: 
roccia finché l’acqua nel suo tragitto pensile e il sentiero si appaiavanot 
per accompagnarsi, diventato questo il margine di quello. Volli andare: 
alla fine: il percorso mi provocava: quasi pianeggiante ma sinuoso at-) 
traverso grinze e rughe del pendio ripido, ora umidiccio e con erba,| 
ora immacchiato. A tratti ero rallentato da fanghiglia e da groviglil 
cespugliosi. Finalmente, oltrepassata un’ultima piega, giunsi a una ve- 
duta aperta. Ebbi davanti agli occhi chiaro e scuro un costone piutto- 
sto scosceso, chiaro per una fascia mediana di rocce, scuro per una den- 
sa abetaia sovrastante e sottostante. 


Poco più in basso di me, in una cornice o risucchio, un Alp o, sex 
volete, una casetta di pietra e di assi. Sul ripiano davanti all’alp, um 
rettangolo, una cassa di larici, come vidi poi da vicino, in cui l’acquai 
del ru si fermava prima di frangersi e sperdersi giù nel roccione. 

Guardavo quel povero luogo nel silenzio, nella pace un poco ina 
cerbita da folate di vento freddo e poi suggerita e chiamata da sibils 
lievi, primaverili, di pernici lontane. 


Sotto il raggio di un momento solare, vedevo il costone chiaro & 
scuro, come una centina segreta delle Alpi, solitario, egualmente distan-ı 
te dalla vallata e dalla giogaia delle vette, senza estensione di grandil 
prospetti, perché un altro contrafforte, di giro più ampio, con immo 
bile profilo di creste e di rialzi, lo chiude. | 


Avessi ancora le fotografie che avevo poi fatte, altre volte, 
Vi spiegherei meglio. In una di queste, tra il bosco irto e nero si ve 
deva la fascia grigia di brecciame e di piccoli ripiani, pareva una neb«w 
bia, un’evanescente paraggio su cui, come una barca fissa sempre, sent 


za arrivare mai a una ventura — come pur avviene ai più miseri pe“ 
scatori, — né all’allegria di una spiaggia, era il vecchio alp di uns 
famiglia. | 


Tu eri alpinista, Ferrero, forse ricorderai qualche cosa di simile. 


Staccato ma non lontano dalle popolose città, non in una regione 
incivile ma nella nostra, un tratto di montagna, nascosto, trascurato da: 
più, senza grandiosità, nemmeno. pittoresco, e lì una casa unica; una 
famiglia unica che vive da sola tutte le sue stagioni, tutti i suoi annii 
Un luogo al cui confronto sono mondani non solo la bella stazion 
turistica vicina a Pruney, con alberghi, seggiovie, telesky o skilift ch 
sia, dove la gente va su, e giù, senza nessuna remora, talvolta senz 
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} fomite, come al bordello; ma Pruney stesso con i suoi abitanti gros- 


| solani e gioviali; e persino. Prevert, solare e grazioso, con la parroc- 
| chia e il sagrato, socievoli. per feste e per mortorii. 

Quando ‘arrivai davanti a quella casa, non vidi nessuno; la porta 
| aperta, erba secca incrociata sul frontone di legno, qualche poco di 
… bragia nel basso focolare sotto il basso soffitto; poi, mentre mi incam- 
i minavo tra le pietre, un belato dal chiuso. Girai intorno all’alp; le 
Ë lastre del tetto giungevano a toccare la scarpata retrostante; da un lato, 
sotto un riparo, legna e fieno; appresso qualche irto cespuglio di ber- 
_ beri e di crespina, con i tenui fiorelli rosei come veste infantile. Se- 
detti sulla pietra accanto alla porta e guardai in giù. 


ER 


e 
« Verano l’uno sotto l’altro, in gradinata sconnessa, dei terrapieni in 


| pendio, di poche decine di metri, limitati da muretti: campi. Quei cam- 
pi che le generazioni. quasi raschiando il suolo repente hanno ricavato 
a stento e chiamati barriò. Li misuravo con gli occhi, calando lenta- 
mente la testa: il primo pareva appena seminato, il secondo e il terzo 
verano verdicci per la segale risorta dalla neve; e nel quarto, il più 
basso, vidi i due contadini della montagna. Un uomo e una donna, non 
giovani, di bassa statura, curvi, faticavano insieme barellando, ‘ma 
anche cullando, la terra, perché i gueiran sembrano bara e culla. Pren- 
devano la terra sfatta e dispersa com’era dall’inverno e sostenendo di 


PRG 


A “III YE 


fa 


SE AT 


pari, con il dondolio della fatica, i gueiran, dal fondo la riportavano su, 
«redenta, alla cima del barrio. 

er Per tutto il tempo del lavoro essi non mi videro, e io durante quel 
— tempo vedevo l’amore. Amore che è il soffrire insieme, accettare dalla 
terra la vita, restituirgliela pura. 

E Miei cari, sono geloso del nome dei miei affetti, pure vi debbo dire. 


Quell’alp con i piccoli campi, si chiama Vignula, quei coniugi erano 
Barnaba e Susanna. Parlai con loro quella prima volta e altre; sep- 
pi e ripensai la loro vita, come era; come è stata; è quale fu poi la 
— fine, lo seppi anche. 

Su la pietra dov’ero seduto quel giorno, mi furono mostrate da 
«Barnaba due date e due cifre. 
A. F. 1623 


— il Londo di un padre — e sotto: 
i Be NS TAS EPA! 


Barhaba e Susanna Fournier significavano le lettere con la data di 
| sotto; l’anno in cui Barnaba, dopo una guerra e dopo essere ie per 
più di due anni pastore alle mandrie del ricco Bisson, aveva riattato 
l’alp, rifatto il ponticello sulla forra, risollevato il canaletto del ru, 
per sposare Susanna e venire con lei a Vignula. Essi avevano. avuto due 
figli, il maschio e la femmina, che erano da tempo cresciuti e andati. 


Nella mia memoria le figure dei due coniugi non furono sovraim- 
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presse successivamente da ogni volta che le vidi, né variate dai sesti e: 
atti che del resto si ripetevano identici con le ripetizioni delle ore e 
dei giorni. Esse mi sono rimaste ferme, definite come è definito un 
albero o un animale nel luogo ove sta o compare; per me esse sono 
per sempre in quel primo loro apparire su un margine della repente 
montagna, quando vidi la loro bassa statura, l’età già grave, la stan- 
chezza e la forza dei loro corpi. 

Appena essi, accorgendosi di me, si avvicinarono, io nelle loro fac- 
ce incise capii l’espressione energica della miseria, l’espressione della 
solitudine in un cerchio aspreggiato dell’orizzonte, l’affanno di pa- 
reggiare le necessità con la fatica, l’ansietà istintiva del vivere. 

Capii l’affanno dei violenti giorni estivi quando ininterrotto è il . 
lavoro dalla raccolta alla semina, l’ansia dell’autunno freddo in un in- 
finito punteggio nebbioso del cielo ravvicinato, l’ansia dell’inverno nella 
persistente ombria nevosa, quando i soli frutti sono quei pochi rima- 


sti dentro la madia. 


Queste cose vedevo spiegate negli occhi grigio azzurri, scoloriti, a- 
sciutti, di Barnaba; le vidi in Susanna, nello sguardo più celeste, qua- 
si infantile del suo vecchio viso, macchiato dall’indelebile ferita d’una 
caduta; le vidi quando di sotto al cappellino di paglia allacciato alla 
gola con un nastro celeste essa mi aveva sorriso, con la bocca semia- 
perta in una smorfia identica a quella della fatica, e il suo braccio 
— ossa e vene dure — si era accostato al giaccone nero di Barnaba. 

Come pensai e quasi sognai su tutto ciò che via via seppi di loro! 
Lo ammetto, li idealizzai subito, li idoleggiai alquanto e me ne ero 
accorto anche allora. Ma che si fa d’altro in una simpatia? E c’è chi 
crede d’essere obbiettivo quando sceglie cosa o persona per i propri 


sentimenti e argomenti? 


Non so se appesantendo le parole su quei due abitanti di un luogo 
così selvatico da essere preponderante, .e rendendo l’immagine della 
loro vita più bestializzata col citare solo le bisogna facchinesche e 
squarciate, il siero verdognolo del loro desco, lo sterquilinio della lo- 
ro dimora e la rozza clessidra ininterrotta del ru cadente nella vasca 
davanti all’alp, non so, amici, se l’idoleggiamento sarebbe minore. 


Consentite che io difenda le affettuosità della mia mente come 
altri difende le proprie inclinazioni e sensazioni, dicendole sincere. 
Un’affettuositä si palesa con la retorica. Ciò, in varia misura, tutti fan- 
no. È già retorico un balordo che incontrando il suo simile lo ador- 
na salutandolo con epiteti cosmografici, ed è retorico chi nelle chiese 
o nelle piazze concionando vuol commuovere la più ampia parte della 
società. C’è retorica dalla garzona terricola che. scrive per la prima 
volta all’amorose, fino alla più gongolante romanzatrice. 

E se pensare (e parlare o scrivere, poiché crediamo la letteratura 
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pensare descritto e non soltanto un vedere narrato) è un’attivitä 
da uomo, almeno quanto quella dei suoi cinquecenio muscoli, non ver- 
gognamoci d’altro che di pensare poco. 

È In quella primavera a Pruney io componevo nella mente le brevi 
sonversazioni avute con Barnaba e Susanna, il loro guardarsi reciproco 
che non era un volontario guardarsi ma un vedersi ininterrotto, una 
tompagnia quasi brutale, però più affettuosa, perché più ovvia, che i 
baci; la scambievolezza e parità delle loro occupazioni. 

… Il toccare e il curare la terra le acque l’erba la capra e la pecora, 
il latte, l’orzo e le segali, i paioli e la scure, la neve e la legna, per 
loro non era una semplice e necessaria intesa, ma un congiungimento 
di tutti e due con la natura, differente ma non dissimile dalla giova- 
nile sottomissione al sesso, e da quella poi alla progenie; cioè ormai 
un’ubbidienza alla fatica come a un prodromo della morte. 


I loro sensi, intanto, con immediata semplicità di necessari gesti 
e di utili parole raccoglievano e interpretavano l’idea, anzi la vibra- 
zione delle cose: la notte adagio saliente e il dì lento scendente dai 
monti, il rinverdire delle pendici, l’inbiondire del campetto che Bar- 
naba di mattino in mattino sorprendeva alla luce, il rumare notturno 
della pecora o della capra che Susanna chiamava per nome, il fumo 
vario di tinte e di sentori del fuoco di pino o di acero o di larice 
intorno all’alp quando essi uscivano, e l’afrore mischiato di fieno di 
farina di fimo quando essi tornavano. 


L’erbe fiorite e il giro dei venti, il flusso e il deflusso a stagioni 
e a ore dell’acqua del torrente, i liberi animali, e la fascia della galassia 
o — com’essi dicevano — la covata di stelle, con gli altri astri che 
segnano il passaggio della notte, erano la loro fantasia: li conoscevano 
e se ne meravigliavano lo stesso. 

Credevo che amassero l’alp e i poveri barriò di quello squarcio 
fra brecciame e ‘boschi per il piacere del possesso — come io amo i 
pensieri perché miei — e avevo appunto domandato a Barnaba ‘Vi 
piace perché è vostro?” Ma egli mi aveva mostrato di nuovo i nu- 
meri e le lettere su la pietra, 

A. F. 1623 
B. e S. F. 1921 


> mi aveva detto: ‘Vedete? questo clot era già prima di noi, sarà 
empre per chi vive’. E fu allora che soggiunse: ‘Noi lo chiamiamo 
inche Clot des Epouses, da quando siamo venuti, ma il suo nome 
> Vignula’. 

| Pensai che in lui ci fosse anche la tristezza per i figli che non 
rano voluti rimanere; ma egli sottometteva certamente la sua vita 
eterno, e aveva pronunziato per la prima volta Vignula con voce 
iù grave, come il nome di una deità nascosta. 
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Capii che Barnaba meglio della maggioranza dei montanari 1 
quale si esalta sul possesso di due.zolle erbose, amava Vignula perch: 
per Susanna e per lui nutrimento e riposo, perché lì quando egli ave 
va dovuto procreare era stata concessa razione di calore e di giovent 
al suo sarigue; sentiva insomma verso quell’aspro ma non spietati 
spicchio della terra una riconoscenza e unione suprema ». 


«I Fournier di Vignula, quegli zingari’. 

‘Perrier ha fatto con loro la permuta di un prato per due capre 
Un pratello arido, sopra la forra, ma fu come darglielo per niente: 
tanto si vergognava, il ricco Perrier, di andare una sola volta nell’anni 
a falciare da quelle parti!’ 

‘Quelle capre, alla tits nessuno le aveva volute comprare, capri 
che avevano figliato due volte nell’anno, prima di ingrassare’. 

‘Quando i Fournier scendono alla fiera, tutti li scartano, come sek 
vatici: ed essi spalancano gli occhi e la bocca a vedere i bigliettoni dî 
mille dei sensali’. 5 

‘Paul Frazy conserva la vecchia misura del quintino, soltanto pe 
loro. C’è da ridere, quando Barnaba arriva con il suo cappellaccio: 
si toglie la bisaccia e prende il quintino e va con Susanna a metters 
coccoloni, in disparte, sotto l’albero davanti alla Discesa!”. 

Queste e consimili furono le notizie che a Prevert e a Pruney ii 
raccolsi sui miei due coniugi, espresse con una retorica diversa dali 
mia. 

I poveri montanari di Prevert, i rozzi valligiani di Pruney, gode: 
vano nel disprezzare qualcuno più misero di loro. Anche nel proprit 
dialetto avevano come vilipendio la voce ‘zingaro’. | 

Ma l’impressione della mia scoperta non era perciò meno calde; 
era diventata, come ho detto, un sentimento di simpatia. Credevo persino 
di avere ormai un’affezione pura, e dicevo tra me: Ecco, ho trovati 
un ‘esempio; d’ora in poi il nome di quel luogo sarà per me il titol! 
dolce e triste della verità. i 

E da allora, nelle pause della mente, negli intervalli e talvolta pe 


sino in mezzo alle occupazioni e fra le distrazioni che ebbi poi, a 
l'improvviso sorgeva o vagava in me l’immagine di Vignula e della sw 
gente. 

Ebbene, il giorno stesso di Vignula, tornato nella sala della Disce 
sa, vi conobbi Stefanuccia. 

Vi fu la preparazione di Nicolas che, appena mi vide entrare nelll 
sala, mi salutò insolitamente linguacciuto: ‘Signor Enzo, vedrà quest 
sera che bella ragazza abbiamo!’ C’era Lison al banco, e Nicolas, per 
ché io parevo indifferente, la interpellò: ‘Di tu, forse non è bell 
abbastanza?” 
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‘Anche troppo per il dottore’, acconsentì Lison. 

‘Ma chi è questa stella?’, chiesi io, tanto per parlare. 

E qui, con una puntualità da teatro, Stefanuccia entrò. Si sentì 
sua voce ridente con parole frivole: quelle parole che sono inutili 
stanche o finte in ogni età femminile fuorché nella bella gioventù, 
q ando paiono un canto. E il lume della gioventù — dice così il Leo- 
| pardi, non con immagine pallida o con parola arcaica, ma mestamente 
— splendeva nel viso di Stefanuccia. 

È. Occhi neri, e morbidamente bionda; non saprei dire di più, tutta 
isnella e felice. Questa è una idealizzazione? Abbiate pazienza, scendo 
al resoconto. 


a 


Re! 
ve 


_ Stefanuccia era fidanzata con il dottore. Costui l’hai sentito nomi- 
nare anche tu» (Enzo si era rivolto a me) «e io non l’ho menzionato 
Us 

Caugeri, il dottor Caugeri, ora primario in quella bella clinica do- 
| Je tua suocera è stata curata così malamente. Sai di che famiglia è 
pin moglie. Bene, cosi riassumo per gli altri. Non si sapeva o non si 
‘voleva dire dove egli avesse conosciuto Stefanuccia, ma a un provvi- 
‘sorio medico condotto, qual era allora Caugeri — piccolo, biondiccio e 
sporchiccio, con una frangia di baffetti fin sul labbro — in quei siti 
scarsa fortuna, la bellezza era parsa, almeno per un poco, ricchez- 
“za. Per poco, perché due o tre settimane oltre quella sera in cui Ste- 
4 anuccia era ritornata a Pruney dopo una lunga visita ai parenti del 
à costui ebbe la grossa o grossolana fortuna di conoscere, in un 
altrui infortunio sulio stradale del paese, la figliuola d’un reuccio del- 
l'industria, ammaccata. L’aveva incerottata bene, almeno per i propri 
fini; eccetera; costei, dunque è la sua attuale ‘Signora’. 


V 


—…._ Tuttavia non nasconderò per modestia che in quelle settimane, do- 
po la sera in cui Stefanuccia mi era stata presentata, già il dottore, 
‘senza occorrenza di atti o di parole l’onta dell’abbandono l’aveva su- 
pita lui. In effetto, quando fra i due fidanzati ero anch’io presente, 
gli occhi di Stefanuccia sorridevano soltanto a me, e i miei ai suoi. 


Al dottore era toccato stridere dentro di sé e l’aveva dimostrato 
“tentando un maligno tiro mancino. Era passato un giorno alla Segheria 
Venod con Stefanuccia e mi aveva proposto: “Venga con noi qui 
‘sopra, sul sentiero del bosco, andiamo per gigli martagoni, io so un 
Posto...”. E dal sentiero mi aveva poi indicato i fiori d’una ripa sopra 
un brutto roccione: ‘Li vede?” Anche Stefanuccia aveva innocentemente 
‘esclamato: ‘Oh, quanti!’. M’ero arrampicato mentre il Caugeri, attor- 
Miando mollemente un fianco di Stefanuccia, mi sorvegliava di sotto 
‘in su. Quando mi vide a metà salita, gridò: ‘Ma stia attento alle vi- 
pere’. C’erano veramente e il dottore lo sapeva. Stefanuccia strillò at- 


‘territa. 
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Io stavo abbrancato con mani e con piedi su intagli intignati, nel 
roccia rotta, da festuche d’erba. Nell’intaglio all’altezza della mia spa 
la mentre facevo per appoggiarvi un ginocchio una vipera era stes 
in mezzo alle festuche, un’altra strisciava lenta fra la fessura e Porl: 
Mi inarcai adagio, uncinando con le dita una crepa più in alto, 
con riguardo dei piedi mi tirai su, cheto io, quatte le vipere non tou 
cate. Presi poi i martagoni e scesi da un altro lato, a salti, verso Ss 
fanuccia. 

Ci eravamo innamorati, si, ma non su lo scivolo del sesso, com 
è solito succedere. Lo so, è difficile; ho già dovuto perorare il pl 
tonismo della mia esaltazione per i due di Vignula; e adesso c’è quest 
altro caso. 

Durante il giorno, gia le prime settimane, quando il dottore ave» 
malati, e poi quando ebbe quella principale inferma che con la rr 
chezza lo consolò della perduta bellezza, per me erano sempre reper 
bili le occasioni d’incontro con Stefanuccia; in seguito, allenati dali 
nostra allegria reciproca — e quella di Stefanuccia era gaiezza ver 
brillio diritto della gioventà, non obliquo dei sensi — e abituati all 
confidenza delle nostre chiacchiere, non cercammo più incontri fortuit! 
il ponte diventò l’ufficio della nostra amicizia. Scrivevamo persino = 
avvisi o i contrordini su la spalletta; lì era il nostro ritrovo fisso, 
sostavamo a goderci il sole, a leggere, a giocare con l’acqua, a chia: 
chierare. Quando Stefanuccia arrivava ripeteva il gesto inventato a wi 
primo nostro inconiro sul ponte: stendeva il braccio in avanti mostraz 


do il palmo della mano come segno di fermata a me e a ogni fastidié 
‘Fascismo, fascismo!”, le dicevo ridendo ogni volta, e pensatamente, ec 
me la prima volta m’era venuto all’improvviso di fare, baciavo e rib: 
ciavo l’incavo della sua mano. Questa la meno fraterna effusione. 

Di notte essa seguitava a dormire nella casa dove il dottore Pavew 
collocata per omaggio alle convenienze: dalla signora Faustina, vecch: 
maestra, una pingue canavesana senza moine ma tutta cuore. E ii 
per omaggio al nostro affetto verecondo, ero contento che vi seguitas= 
ad abitare. 

Insomma dormivamo alle sponde opposte del fiume, io vedevo « 
lontano la sua finestra, essa non poteva scorgermi quando al prim 
sole discendevo a lavarmi in un tonfano vicino alla mia riva. 

Le notti erano usate dal sonno e non avevamo per altri suoi ui 
nessun surrogato diurno. Stefanuccia era di una semplicità pura e ‘spor 
tanea; ma fui io che — almeno con lei — non volli prendere quei 
corporeo piacere che sostituisce la gioia creduta possibile nell’età pri 
ma, e talvolta toglie per sempre il desiderio di un’alira felicità. 

Questo amore non lubrico è cosa che da giovani, sia pure eccezia 
nalmente, succede, ma non si crede o non si ammette; invece dai pi) 
anziani non si pratica pur dicendo che può essere plausibile. | 
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Non so se fra Stefanuccia e me sarebbe durato sempre cosi un tale 
amore o se esso era un inconsapevole ma capzioso tirocinio, soltanto 
qualcosa come il lungo e soave fiorire dei meli, cosi tardivo e lungo 
a Pruney, prima che le corolle alleghino in pomi comuni. 

Il tempo comunque non ci lasciò allegare. Desidero dirvi il per- 
ché, ordinatamente. 

Quando parlavo io, Stefanuccia beveva la mia scarsa scienza o le 
fantasie e notiziole sul mondo, mi interrogava con deliziosa curiosità 
su ogni cosa, perché ignorantuccia ma molto intelligente. Poi, quando 
parlava lei, saltellava e mormorava nel suo discorso, come ruscello, in 


‘un chiacchiericcio ora lieto ora malinconico. Aveva qualche reticenza 


su la propria infanzia, non svelandomene mai i particolari, bensì il 
ricordo totale che era di mestizia. Questa risonanza grave nell’armonia 
delle sue parole essa compensava con trilli e melodie di sogni e di spe- 
ranze straordinarie verso l’avvenire. 

‘Andrò via, andrò in una città, troverò fortuna... Tu che hai già 
viaggiato tanto dimmi, dimmi, e Torino com’é? come sono le torinesine? 
E Milano? È vero che nella piazza del Duomo ci starebbe Pruney con 
tutti i suoi prati?... Quand’ero a Casale, quest'inverno, dalla famiglia 
del dottore, si usciva più di sera che di giorno, quanta gente di sera! 
Ci sono cinque cinematografi, non so quante sale da ballo. Non come 
qui che di festa non si sa dove andare... Sempre i monti davanti, un 
cortile, i muri di un cortile... A ogni costo andrò via...’. 

La rottura del suo fidanzamento con il dottore Caugeri, e la sua 
situazione ormai provvisoria in casa della buona signora Giustina, erano 
bensì fatti importanti per lei, ma, secondo me, non principali incentivi 
a una decisione. Stefanuccia aveva diciotto anni e poteva aspettare con 
calma la vita. Ma anche lei, come tutti al mondo, si sentiva attaccata 
a uno degli infiniti elastici che da un punto solo — il quale ha molti 
nomi, dalla provvidenza al capriccio, e io credo sia l’istinto della corsa 
alla morte — si diramano verso ciascuno di noi, preda da non lasciare. 
Questo lo dico adesso, ma allora, comprensivo verso ogni salto di sen- 
timento di Stefanuccia, ed essendo insufficiente il nostro amore, di luce 
e non di fuoco, a convincerla di condividere la mia sorte in Pruney, 
colsi un destro che venne e diedi io stesso la spinta all’elastico di lei. 

Il destro fu Savino, il regista che è anche amico vostro. 

Egli andava a Parigi in automobile e con gentilezza verso di me, 
passando nella valle, volle sostare mezz'ora a Pruney. 

Mi abbracciò, s’informò di cosa facessi, di come vivessi, volle 
vedere la Segheria Venod, la cabina, la grande sega circolare in movi- 
mento, fece fotografie dalle finestre, entrò nel mio sgabuzzino, Deli 
cosa per cosa e gli operai uno per uno, facendo acute, sorridenti, 
cortesi osservazioni. Mi regalò un magnifico mazzo di sigari lunghi e 
fragili come grissini, e in piacevoli minuzie passò tutta la mezz'ora. 
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Eravamo già sul ponte; si vedeva la Cadillac, ch’egli aveva lasciata. 
a metà stradale, turgida e lustra, quasi accovacciata su l’asfalto, con 
il suo meccanico a lato, già pronto a aizzarla verso le lontananze. à 

Allora ebbi il pensiero di Stefanuccia. Non osavo manifestarlo. Sa- 
vino mi parlava del suo più recente lavoro; intanto ci avvicinavamo 
alla Cadillac. Eravamo già sui saluti, affettuosamente: rincresceva a tutti 
e due il vederci cosi di rado. 

‘Ah! Savino!’, esclamai, all’improvviso, un po’ stridulo, un po’ 
vergognosamente, “sai, qui c’è una ragazza che è proprio bella, dovresti 
invitarla a Roma, chissà che...’. 

‘Dov'è, dov’é?’, mi soverchiò lui, rapidamente, ‘perché me lo dici 
adesso? perché non me l’hai mostrata?’. 

‘Ma se vuoi, se credi, sta in quella casa...’. 

‘Falla venire subito!’. 

‘Mi aspetti?’, chiesi io, scioccamente, nel modo che mi succede. 
ancora adesso di fronte ai veloci. 

‘Ma si capisce!’, fece lui. E nel suo tono — Savino allora era 
meno scettico che attualmente — si sentiva una certa caldezza. 

Tuttavia soggiunse: 

‘Beh! non facciamoci illusioni. Vedremo, tutto può essere’. 

Dopo due minuti Stefanuccia vestita con un roseo abito da casa, 
era con me in istrada. 

Savino ci venne incontro per toglierci la soggezione. 

Stese la mano a lei e disse: 

‘La importuniamo, vero? signorina...’. 

‘Stefanuccia’, dichiarammo lei e io insieme, alterati dall’ansia; e 
Stefanuccia cui il nome e la qualità di lui, appena intesi, davano ti- 
midezza e confusione, continuò: 

‘Mi scusi, se mi presento così, non sapevo...’. 

‘Ma va benissimo, così, è perfetta’, esclamò e scandì Savino, guar- 
dandola. 

Stefanuccia, ritirata la destra da quella di Savino, portò l’altra mano 
a premere i biondi e leggeri capelli un po’ ventilati e rilasciò scendere 
adagio le dita a far pugnetto nell’incavo della spalla, inclinandovi sopra 
il viso: arrossiva e sorrideva. | 

‘Ma è la Yanis! è la Yanis’ tuonò Savino all’improvviso, rompendo 
e forse proprio per rompere la pausa. Poi gridò: 

‘Griggi, Griggi!’. Chiamava il meccanico e il meccanico accorreva. 


‘Griggi! portami quella busta color foglia secca che è dentro la mia 


borsa di cuoio, quella nera, vicino all’impermeabile, capito? No, no! | 


aspetta! Bada che le buste sono tre, quella in mezzo, capito?’. 


Griggi, presciente per mestiere, gia correva e in un momento ri- 
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tornò con la busta voluta. Savino sfoderò tre o quattro enormi fotografie, 
ne scelse una e me la mostrò in fretta, come il documento d’un mira: 
colo. Mi gridò prima che io dicessi qualcosa: ‘Ma non vedi? Ma Enzo! 
la stessa bocca, gli stessi zigomi, e quella goccia nell’occhio...’. 


Vedevo nella faccia grandissima e poi bella di un’attrice bionda 
la bocca aperta in un sorriso rigoglioso, americano, quasi muggente. 


Il caro Savino stava terminando le sue proposizioni senza guar- 
darmi più, ma rivolgendosi a Stefanuccia. Colsi le uliime, le più im- 
portanti: ‘Lei signorina è la perfetta controfigura della Yanis. Telegra- 
ferò a Enzo appena ritorno da Parigi. Siamo intesi? Arrivederci, fra 
quindici giorni a Roma. Ciao, caro’. 

i Un momento dopo, di dentro la Cadillac già avviata, Savino si 
sporse con un garbo cordiale, da eminenza, suo malgrado, e complimen- 
tò ancora Stefanuccia. 


‘Auguri, signorina, lei non sarà una controfigura, ma una super- 
figura’ ». 


« Trascorsero parecchie volte quindici giorni, mi arrivarono gen- 
tili telegrammi, dilatori e contradditori; Savino era occupatissimo. In 
paese la stima per me calò, poiché quei telegrammi, non essendo ferali, 
insospettivano e certe parole, appositamente infarcite e sforzate per 
significare gentilezza e dilazione insieme, parvero incomprensibili al- 
l’ufficio postale. 

Stefanuccia non aveva dubbi: e alla Discesa, dove io continuavo a 
prendere i pasti, sovente in compagnia di Stefanuccia, le ragazze e gli 
avventori, stupiti, increduli e insieme gloriosi, dicevano che essa (la 
quale allora incominciò, senza perizia, a imbellettarsi) ormai sembrava 
una del cine. Essa interpretava vagamente il senso di quei telegrammi, 
che comunque, anche se negativi, le davano la spontanea gioia femmi- 
nile di sentirsi al centro di un avvenimento. Ne chiacchierava volen- 
tieri con tutti, ma alla lunga diventava irrequieta. 

Oh! penso io adesso, fosse stato possibile pascerla sempre di pa- 
role e non lasciarla in balia di quell’elastico istintivo della corsa verso 
l’avvenire! 

Invece subito dopo la metà d’agosto arrivò un telegramma-lampo 
chiamante Stefanuccia perentoriamente e immediatamente a Roma per 
un provino. La frase di Savino era così pressante da farmi sorridere 
nella supposizione di Roma dileguabile se noi non vi fossimo giunti 
ipso facto. Ma questo sorriso stesso mi fece riflettere da en tempo 
ero paesano di Pruney e come mi fossi lasciato dondolare dall’acqua del 


fiume montanino. 
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Mi accinsi percid ad accompagnare Stefanuccia con una soddisfa- 
zione, che adesso, dopo nove lunghi anni, giudico inconsiderata. 

Partimmo il giorno seguente sul mezzogiorno per venire a dormire 
‘qui a Torino, Stefanuccia in casa di parenti della signora Faustina, io 
dallo zio Pompeo. 

Da quando era comparso il regista Savino in Pruney la maestra 
Faustina era rimasta costantemente agitata: il sogno di Stefanuccia era 
diventato per lei il più bel tema di componimento. Esaltava Roma che. 
essa non aveva mai vista, ripeteva tutta la storia antica dell’elementare, 
citava descrizioni e osservazioni di certi ottocenteschi volumi della sua 
scansia: Les trois Rome de Mgr Gaume. Menzionava scene e personaggi 
di non so quale vecchia edizione cinematografica del Quo vadis. Giunse. 
a scrivere per Stefanuccia un quaderno intitolato Cosa devo ammirare a 
Roma, con particolari turistici ormai irreperibili. 

Non prolungo la digressione — sebbene mi piacciano le digres- 
sioni. La parola forse fu inventata come un tralasciamento della corsa 
alla morte, o almeno come un celeste consumo del tempo. 

Questa digressione importava solo per dirvi come Stefanuccia, an- 
dando verso la città eterna, eterna come Titone nella decrepitezza e 
tuttavia sempre aurorale per i giovani che la amano, era piena l’inge- 
nua testa di rispetto per la patria, la religione, il re e il cinema. 

Alla nostra partenza da Pruney la vecchia Faustina piangeva e ri- 
deva, tutta scossette nella sua mite pinguedine, ed era commossa anche 
Stefanuccia, seducentissima nel modesto tailleur, color glicine, ‘il suo 
bel taieurin’, che la stessa maestra le aveva regalato. | 

À Torino io scambiai le consegne sugli affari della Segheria Venod 
con lo zio Pompeo, il quale sarebbe andato a Pruney qualche giorno 
in mia vece, lasciando a me generosamente due o tre giorni e del de- 
naro a disposizione. 

Non so che cosa egli pensasse sul mio viaggio a Roma, con ‘quella 
ragazza sconosciuta’; credo si augurasse non ci fosse nulla di serio, 
incominciando allora a nutrire l’idea di darmi moglie di propria testa 
e a proprio gusto. 

Da Torino mandai anch’io un telegramma per avvisare Savino che 
saremmo arrivati a Roma l’indomani a mezzanotte; ma sventatamente, o 
perché pressato dalla briosa impazienza di Stefanuccia, combinammo di 
partire alle sei, con il primo treno; cosicché, quando fummo verso. 
Genova prima delle nove e verificammo l’orario, accorgendoci che così 
saremmo arrivati a Roma assai prima di mezzanotte, per evitare il con- 
trattempo decidemmo di fare sosta in Riviera aspettando il treno suc- 
cessivo. 

Non vi dico dove scendemmo e così lascio anche a voi la possibilità 
in una data stagione, in una data ora e circostanza di credervi i primi 
a mettere leggero il piede su quel lembo fra terra e acqua. 
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8 Credo sia un luogo notissimo ma ogni ondicina può restituirlo 
ignoto, 

C'è, un po’ meno frequentata della vicina spiaggia, una scogliera 
iranta verso cui il mare urla e biancheggia veramente e da cui chi 
ardi verso gli sprazzi d’innumeri scintille indistinguibili si illude di 
| vedere pbisgato dal sole il mistero della notte. 

c’è qualche volta in noi una sensibilità primitiva, non imbrigliata 
mente né appesantita dalle membra, per cui si resta collocati 
semplice forma nella natura, partecipando di lei, senza agire, 
cÉ subire nulla. Allora si è come la trasparenza nel colore d’una 
| foglia, come la snellezza di uno scoiattolo, o il disegno delle vette su 
l’orizzonte. 

| Cosi quel mattino Stefanuccia, scalzata e succinta, scesa di corsa 
nell’onda che si insinua in una conchetta ghiaiosa, tra due scogli, e 
“fermatasi con la persona e con lo sguardo, sembrava la ragazza in 
astratto di fronte al mare. Soltanto i lievi capelli erano gioco e brillio 
ge ventosa luce. 

Quando s’accorse delle valve di conchiglia e delle alghe che nel 
| risucchio le rimanevano ai piedi, si chinò a toccarle e si ritirò con 
uno strillo, sbigottita per un momento, come bambino che per la prima 
Molta abbia sfiorato la fiamma del fuoco. Poi fu contenta, chiacchierina, 
u a me con un braccio, scherzosa e ridente: tornavamo alla 


stazione e le scarpette in fretta allacciate, facilmente sfuggenti, le da- 
vano un passo molle e fanciullesco: 


és 
(Si 


. ‘Sarò abbastanza bella per Roma?’, mi chiese con malizia lieve, 


accorgendosi di quanto io la guardavo. 
a Poi, al ristorante della stazione, dopo mangiato. ancora seduti al 
tavolo in attesa del treno, mentre io insistevo perché anche lei pren- 
— desse un liquore, rifiutò ripetutamente, e fissandomi con le pupille 
nere e brillanti di pensiero, mi chiese: “Vero, che qui le montagne so- 
no proprio finite ?’. 
E Era il suo bellissimo volto nell’espressione di quell'ingenus pen- 
sare così composto, che io, con la più affettuosa spontaneità della sim- 
| patia, avendo steso tutte due le mani ad accarezzarle le guance, le tenni 
un lungo momento a sponda del suo viso, preziosissima grazia. Poi, 
| ritirando io adagio le mani, Stefanuccia me le raggiunse, me le tenne 
| teneramente con le sue. Ebbe due lagrime lunghe e mi disse: 
‘Enzo, lo dico soltanto a te, e tu tieni il segreto; Valtr’ieri da 


à . . .> 
Pruney sono salita a Vignula per salutare mia mamma e mio papa ». 


« Qui, carissimi Giorgio e Ferrero, e tu, caro, che prendendo sui 
fogli nota di ciò che dico, qualcosa perdi e qualcosa di troppo scrivi, 
io non vi narrerò alla distesa la mia commozione. Discorro con amici 
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i quali, volendo, saprebbero analizzare meglio di me i sentimenti 
ritagliare e ricucire le persone nel loro atteggiarsi momentaneo e nelle 
loro azioni. Il mio resoconto non è un romanzo, e i miei ricordi dil 
fatti del 1939, ondeggiano su innumeri flutti di cose in questi altri nov 
anni inframmesse. Le mie parole siano, come tutte quelle sincere, defiW 
nitive soltanto nell’istante in cui si pronunciano e si sentono; io stesso 
sono alla ricerca d’un affetto conclusivo; mi aiuterete ancora, altr 
volte, ascoltandomi. 


Certo il sentire, alla rivelazione di Stefanuccia, come Vignula, ili 
luogo e la gente che avevano suscitato in me l’amore disinteressato versot 
un’idea, coincidessero con un amore, bensì puro, ma ad personam, ebbe 
per me il valore d'una fede dimostrata. Stefanuccia che prima parevaf 
avermi distratto e quasi distolto da Vignula mi svelava invece quantot 
la verità e la fantasia siano affini. 


> 


Durante il viaggio verso Roma, Stefanuccia completò tutta la storia: 
della sua infanzia. Mi disse la sfortuna d’essere i più poveri in una: 
valle di poveri; raccontò i particolari miseri, le abitudini quasi sor-’ 
dide della vita a Vignula, la quale — sebbene da me sorpresa — era: 
stata forse leggiadramente velata dal mio sentimento; parlò del fratello, 
Rocco, sempre a servizio d’altri e ora pastore di pecore in una valle: 
francese; pianse ricordando la propria adolescenza nella solitudine. 


Mentre essa parlava io me la figuravo così snella e bionda, fra queii 
due montanari, puri di cuore, ma così tozzi e dirò anche così bruttit 
di persona. La bellezza di lei era inseminata, come lo straordinario fiore: 
della soldanella tra pietre e neve. 


Il nome con il quale i genitori la chiamavano era Tiennette; Ste-: 
fanuccia me lo disse raccontando che un giorno, andata con papà e: 
mamma alla festa di San Barnaba, in cima ai pascoli di Vancourère, du-- 
rante i canti, inginocchiata sul lato femminile della cappella, le era: 
caduto il fazzoletto di capo e non essendo essa riuscita a raccattarlo né: 
subito né dopo, nel lume o tremulo chiarore delle fiammelle dell’altare, 
ai suoi capelli dischiusi e su lei già in disagio e poi mortificata dalla | 
mamma, si era distratta la gente, si erano voltati gli occhi di tutti i. 
giovanotti. 

‘Tiennette’, le aveva detto il papà dopo essere stato silenzioso ‘tutto 
il tempo del ritorno fino a Vignula, ‘Tiennette, sei troppo. bella. per 
noi’. 

L’avevano mandata alla borgata di Ariond; come bidella nella scuo- 
la elementare. Là c’era ancora la sua maestra Faustina e là (dov’era 
poi comparso il dottor Caugeri) era rimasta quattro anni, studiando 
per prepararsi ad un impiego in città e diventare ricca abbastanza da 
aiutar papà e mamma, | 

Mi accorsi che l’affetto tra i genitori e la figlia era segreto e pro- 
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fondo nella povertä e vergognoso della sorte che essi reciprocamente 
pensavano giusta per sé, ingiusta per la persona amata. E il sacrificio 


di non vedersi era stato voluto dai genitori, illusi dalla medesima attesa 


di Stefanuccia verso un avvenire senza soggezioni. 

Alla stazione di Roma ci aspettava il falegname Giannuzzi, che io 
avevo già visto anni prima in una troupe con Savino. Ma Savino era 
dovuto partire improvvisamente, soltanto tre ore prima, per l’Inghilter- 
ra, e tutto era rimandato al suo ritorno. Però Giannuzzi, un romano 
semplice e buono, aveva ordini precisi e denari, gli uni e gli altri la- 
sciati da Savino. Quindi taxi, pranzo in un ristorante, alloggio e siste- 
mazione provvisoria in casa di Giannuzzi, vedovo da poco, il quale ave- 
va per sé e per i suoi cinque bambini un appartamento relativamente 
abbondante, in cima a una fetta di fabbricato tra due altre fette che 
mi parvero alberghi o qualcosa di simile, in via Capolecase. 

Miei carissimi, là, due giorni dopo il nostro arrivo, lasciai Ste- 
fanuccia. Non le importava di aspettare i pochi giorni che si pensava 
durasse l’assenza di Savino. Nel piccolo salotto del Signor Giannuzzi, 
che ‘sapeva tutto del cine’ essa incominciò a sfogliare con i bambini 
di lui alcuni albums di dive e di divi, e già imparava a trovare col 
dito umettato la parte buona dei fotogrammi, e guardava in trasparenza 
una coda di pellicola. Stefanuccia si sentiva sicura, felice. 


Dalla finestra si scorgeva un’altana di cemento e un cordame con 
biancheria dondolante, e dietro — senza che paressero staccati nell’aria 


… calda chiara e secca — i flabelli d'una palma, emergente isolata non so 


da quale terrapieno di Villa Medici o del Pincio. 

Scesi verso l’autobus per la stazione Termini, scesi la via che altri 
risaliva nel gioviale riflusso dell’andare e vociare romano, e per tutto 
il viaggio, ripassando al mare, e poi qui a Torino, e poi a Pruney ebbi 
dentro di me, perplesso e un po’ triste, quella veduta dalla finestra 
lassù, che sarebbe diventata abituale per Stefanuccia. i 

Io non avevo la sicurezza giovanile di lei, non rispecchiavo le cose 
con lo scintillio dei suoi occhi di luce, montanina, e se fosse mancato 
Savino (il quale infatti mancò perché, tranne una breve e inutile ri- 
comparsa rimase poi cinque anni staccato dall’Italia) non sapevo come 
e da chi Stefanuccia sarebbe stata aiutata in quella città capitale, so- 
gno di tanti e della vecchia maestra Faustina, dove occorre una enorme 
compagnia di gente, di chiese e di fontane, e di denari per viverci. 

Stefanuccia durante le prime settimane mi scrisse due o tre volte; 
ma il tono, pur essendo schietto e confidente non era più così ar- 
gentino come durante la nostra fratellanza. Non incolpavo lei, né Roma, 
di cui essa mi raccontava le distrazioni, ma piuttosto, secondo le idee 
che vi ho già esposte, la difficoltà della retorica epistolare. 
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Io le scrissi, tra le altre, una lunga lettera che in certo modo si 
riallacciava al passato. 

Le raccontai cioè che il Dottor Caugeri un giorno, con la fidan- 
zata, in procinto di attraversare una sovenda dove sdrucciolavano i no- 
stri tronchi d’albero, un po’ sotto alla balza in cui ero io con degli 
operai, mi aveva guardato ostentando di non salutarmi, e io — dico 
il vero — confuso e distratto da quella sciocca offesa, non delibe- 
ratamente, sbagliai il grido di comando a chi in cima al solco dava 
l’addio ai tronchi. Gridai Séu invece di Abau, cioè, ‘Bene, via’, invece 
di ‘Attenzione, alt!’. Mi corressi e disdissi subito, e l’operaio, un ga- 
gliardo, riuscì a trattenere il tronco con l’uncino. Perciò non ci fu di- 
sgrazia grossa, ma le grida nostre e i gesti d’agitazione avevano già 
atterrito abbastanza il dottore, il quale, tra l’affanno e la paura, cadde 
e parti come una slitta giù per un bel tratto della sovenda. Si slogo 
una gamba. Infine non ero rimasto scontento, anche perché il Caugeri, 
da quanto mi avevano riferito, un giorno della mia assenza, vedendo 
di lontano sulla strada del ponte lo zio Pompeo nella sua camminata. 
scempia e difficoltosa, l’aveva imitato con scherno, per divertire la 
fidanzata. 


Ebbene, quest’episodio non interessò Stefanuccia; ella non mi ri- 
scontrò nemmeno la lettera. Ricevetti, molto più tardi, una cartolina 
da Frascati. C’era scritto: ‘Da una gita automobilistica, saluti a tutti. 
Stefania’. | 

Vi erano anche altre firme poco decifrabili, ma una vicino a quella 
nuova Stefania era ‘Dolitei’. 


Avevo conosciuto il tipo di quel nome e con un presentimento di 
sfortuna mi dissi: Ecco anche a Roma un Caugeri, e forse peggiore. 


Ve lo dico immediatamente: questo Dolitei era un esiguo produtto- 
re cinematografico, ricco di quattrini altrui. L’avevo per caso conosciu- 
to in quel luogo sciistico non lontano da Pruney, e mi era stato anti- 
patico, come si dice. ° 


To ero con due montanari che partecipavano a una gara con premio | 
da lui offerto. Magro, ma con affettazione di perfetta snellezza nel suo | 
muoversi, trentenne, egli era formalmente — non coralmente — ele- 
gante, perché la sua eleganza stava nei gesti e nel tono della voce, non 
negli atti e nel senso delle parole. Mi era distrazione l’osservarlo, ma 
mancandomi il tempo di studiarlo intus, gli cercavo in cute il motivo | 
della mia antipatia, Lo guardai sciare: non scendeva bene, ma con de- 
strezza. Dava l’impressione d’un rachitico guarito. Fui poi vicino a lui 
nel bar. Chiacchierava motteggiando, secco e altezzoso. Ma tale sua 
stoltezza poteva essere scusata dalle piaggerie che gli altri in cerchio 
avevano verso il denaro che egli usava. E usava anche la gentilezza come 
un prestigio, rivolta soltanto verso i presenti, non verso gli assenti o i 
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D a somiglianza del barman che davanti à lui adoperava il sorriso 
di mestierante agitando lo shaker. Prima che fosse terminata la mia 
casuale vicinanza potei vedere nella nuca di Dolitei, tra la liscia e lu- 
cida zazzera e il collo secco, una chiazzetta illividita da peli bianchi, 
ba quell’età! Uno strano neo; ma li in cima a un. corpo tutto preten- 


zioso, sembrava una pulica nel cristallo d’una coppa per champagne. 
Vi si può bere, ma al tocco è grama. 


M’ero soltanto divertito alla piecola scoperta, e poi non avevo più 
pensato al tipo. Vi ho detto queste cose perché partecipiate retroat- 
‘tivamente alla mia avversione, come avete già partecipato ‘alle mie 
simpatie. Forse voi intuite ormai che tra me ed Emma non è interve- 
‘(muto un caso di coscienza, ma un caso di fantasia e di memoria. 

Non volevo che il mio affetto per Stefanuccia, ingrandito dalla 
lontananza di Roma, e — più ancora — ingrandito dalla vicinanza di 
Vignula, fosse strapazzato da persone e circostanze nuove. 


Ò Ma la prepotenza del tempo che passa è un fatto più deleterio degli 
‘avvenimenti stessi. 


| 


Era il settembre del 1939. In una mattina di nuvole vaganti a metà 
‘montagna, mi avviavo da Pruney sulla mulattiera di Prevert. Volevo 
alire a Vignula per proporre a Barnaba ciò che avevo pensatamente 
i combinato, un impiego invernale fisso e sufficiente per lui e per Su- 


sanna alla Segheria Venod. Immaginavo che quelle nuvole leggiadre 
dalla valle, mi sarebbero venute incontro alla forra del ponticello, come 


mebbia pregna d’umidore e di desolazione. Barnaba forse tagliava, il 
keirei, la dura e ultima erba autunnale, tra pinastri e abeti, sopra il 
burrone, salendo e attraversando la montagna, da seno a seno, da con- 
PA a conca, dietro il ritirarsi delle locuste, scovando il nido confidente 
delle coturnici, o il recesso delle lepri acquattate, senza ferirle; e forse 
‘sentiva come di anno in anno diventasse più faticosa la sua vita, e 
“fra piccone e falce svigorisse l’ardore suo e di Susanna, e come tra i 
‘sassi e nella poca terra si affondasse la loro forza. 

Io li avrei tolti al declino e dopo l’inverno essi sarebbero tornati 
a Vignula fedelmente, con sovrabbondanza di sangue e con la gioia 
di ritrovare il ru allegro, i campetti accestiti, la crespina e i berberi 
in fiore. 

Alla prima svolta della salita mi raggiunse quasi di corsa un gio- 
vane carabiniere di Pruney e con un irresponsabile sorriso mi annun- 
“zio che ero richiamato alle armi ». 


«Durante la guerra e persino durante la pace, fino all’anno scorso, 
1947, di Vignula non seppi più nulla. Di Stefanuccia ebbi qualche trac- 
cia in principio, poi silenzio, poi, verso il 1945, più che una traccia, 
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purtroppo. Si, era rimasta a Roma; nei primi anni Dolitei l’aveva pe 
gata, poi non se n’era importato più. Un cineasta torinese che era stata 
negli ultimi tempi, mio commilitone, m’aveva dato indifferentemens 
quelle notiziole, anzi incidentalmente: 3 

‘Già, Dolitei per un certo tempo tenne una montanara molto bella 
di Pruney, mi sembra, e raccontava a tutti che la prima volta mis 
colei due ore nel bagno per toglierle l’alpestre afrore’. 

‘Ah!’, risposi io, stringendo la mia commozione, ‘ho conosciuto que 
Dolitei, un giovanotto lavato ma non pulito, che per sé non potew 
dare scuse di odori appiccicati perché egli aveva soltanto il proprio lex 
zo cutaneo, definitivo’. 


Il cineasta non capì la frase e forse non raccolse nemmeno la mit 
animosità. Il mio dolore si attutì soltanto quando ebbi la notizia, dt 
rettamente, che Stefanuccia e Giannuzzi, tornato dalla prigionia, si era 
no sposati. | 


5 


Rividi Pruney, prima della triste occasione di quest’ultima prima 
vera, l’anno scorso in autunno. Fu una gita combinata da zio Pompe 
e da miss Betta. (Zio Pompeo nel 1940, per scappare dal Piemonte, ex 
andato come cliente alla pensione Emma, e era poi diventato ospiti 
e coinquilino stabile di miss Betta. Il più acuto sfoggio del loro idi: 
lio di vecchi, era stato per anni il disegno di questa gita a Pruneyr 
C’era naturalmente zio Pompeo, ma non c’era la vapida zia Bettà 
bensì per procura, suo fratello, serio e decoroso e ciccioso notaio td 
rinese, la di lui moglie Cecilietta, pur paffutella e con un continu 
tremolio negli occhi, e la candida figliuola Emma. | 

Giungemmo in macchina fino al ponte e procedemmo a piedi vers 
la Segheria Venod. Nel breve tratto, Emma ed io davanti agli altri 
la mia futura sposina, con brio schietto e grazioso mi chiese se avevi 
capito il perché della gita. Risi come lei, feci lo spiritoso, ero alld 
gro. Credo che Emma mi giudicasse ancora abbastanza attraente. | 

Ma entrati piuttosto a stento nell’asserragliata e disordinata si 
gheria, in cui si scorgevano i segni dell’abbandono e nello stesso temp 
di varie incursioni di estranei, successe un incidente. 


6 
La dormivo io”, dissi con un cenno impreciso del braccio vers 
lo sgabuzzino. 


Emma corse in là, un po’ vagamente, e menire giungeva al limit 
dell’assito di larice, una lista cedette, ed Emma nonostante la sua le; 
gerezza, strillò e sprofondò. Io fui il salvatore cui fu concesso, tra Vay 
prensione degli astanti, calarsi d’un salto. Ma se Emma era gia salv 
e. ridente, perché lì sotto non giungeva l’acqua, non si poté tuttavi 
risalire di botto. Intorno allo squarcio, marcido era il legname dell’im 
piantito e non conveniva abbrancarsi. Non potendo nemmeno andaw 
verso il fiume, dovemmo procedere per intralciato e curvo ae 
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le palafitte sotto la baracca, 
più del necessario, 
ao 


e tornare su dopo alquanto tempo, forse 
da un foro della parte opposta. Il notaio, sua mo- 
2 e dal tremolio d’occhi, e lo zio Pompeo, avevano l’espressione del- 
Palta borghesia turbata da uno spettacolo imprevisto, il quale, pur fa- 


izendo la tara delle scusanti (e guai fosse stato altrimenti!) non era de- 
irorosissimo. Così fu tratto il dado del mio matrimonio. 


Lo zio Pompeo e i coniugi, soddisfatti, ed Emma, meno convinta 
ma divertita o incuriosita, tornarono in città ed io rimasi altri due 


Vocato preferito. 

» Manon e Lison si sono sposate, l’una con un camionista, l’altra 
on Perrier — ricordate, figlio del possidente e già partecipe alle bal- 
orie d’un tempo. Perrier ha speso, ha trasformato la Trattoria, con 
ci moderne, con un banco nuovo e un grande grammofono a gettone. 
’errier è dinamico, sa attirare i clienti, ha sottratto la moglie al ser- 
Vizio e ai servizi del bar, è sufficiente lui con un garzone e una ca- 
merierina. La sala è frequentata tanto da beoni seri, quanto dalla gio- 
ventù ballerina. In paese ora c’è una cava di calce e una filanda. 


‘Paul Frazy, non contristato dai mutamenti, fa un po’ il cianfru- 


lione qua e là, poi si siede con molto anticipo o anche nelle straore, 
al tavolo del cousin Nicolas, il quale sembra sia stato tacitato dal ricco 
Perrier. Talvolta arriva al loro tavolo, ciabattando, anche la ‘padrona’. 
E così si gioca a tresette invece che a spizzichino. 

Sapete cosa mi aveva detto Nicolas, cui discorrendo mi mostravo 
formato della vera identità di Tiennette? 
2 ‘Certe cose i forestieri non le devono sapere”. 
| Poi aveva concesso: ‘Però lei...’. 
i Ed è da lui che l’autunno scorso ho saputo quasi tutto sulla morte 
di Barnaba e di Susanna. 
i Un giorno del ’44 Barnaba tagliava erbe con un falcetto, nelle ra- 
dure tra i pinastri, erte sulla forra del ponticello; Susanna scendeva 
con un involto di quell’erbe da portare alla capra. Su quel sentiero 
in basso, nella sponda opposta della forra, a dal bivio di 
Vancourère fu visto da Barnaba un soldato avviato lentamente verso il 
ponticello. Era un pluker, un austriaco, giovane, disgraziato aa 
della crudeltà. Si era allontanato come per spasso da un grupps di al- 
tri schiavi mandati alla ricerca di ribelli alla crudeltà. Barnaba non 


indugiò, (aveva il figlio, Rocco, partigiano, nascosto in Vignula) scese, 
| 
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celato dai massi e dai cespugli, fin sopra una roccia, forse a venti ma 
tri più in alto del ponticello, e là si gettò bocconi a sorvegliare. Su 
sanna era giunta intanto al livello del ru e deposto l’involto canterellawe 
ignara. Forse era quella melodia di note lunghe che io le sentii cam 
tare una volta, lenta, e mi aveva fatto pensare in quel deserto vicini 
alle nostre città, a una nenia o cantilena che similmente si alzasse nel 
lo stesso momento da una isba della steppa, o da un tucul dell’Africa 
o nel recinto d’una valle imalaiana; echeggiata così di stirpe in stirpe 

Il pluker si era fermato, si era cavato l’elmetto e si grattava i 
capo, soddisfatto forse di stare senza il casco al rezzo. 

Udi; e poi vide un po’ indistinta, quella forma o quel color) 
femmineo. Gridd (Nicolas, raccontandomi, immaginava e sapeva imî 
tare la voce rauca e spessa): ‘Donna, kommen Sie hier... Kommen Sid 
näher!... Venire con me?’ 

Susanna tacque spaventata, mentre il pluker non poco malizioso 
si avviava a trovare il passaggio del ponte. E arrivò su quello. Mi 
mentre faceva il primo passo, un blocco di roccia rotold sui larici cor 
rosi, e il ponticello e l’austriaco, schiantati, precipitarono tra le rupy 
del burrone, git fino alla cruna della cascata. | 

Allora Barnaba scese fino al fondo. Non era stupito della cosà 
successa che egli, per difendere Rocco e Vignula, non soltanto aveva 
eseguita staccando il blocco, ma da tempo preparata, fendendo già com 
l’accetta i larici del ponte. 

Da distante vide su una lastra di pietra, sotto alla presa del ru di 
Vignula, il corpo del pluker squarciato e lordo, come vipera schiae» 
ciata, che pure ha sanguigna la ferita. | 


E lasciate che vi dica, amici, quello che pensai mentre Nicolas 
mi diceva queste cose. Era nel sangue assolto anche quello schiavo, uri 
dolce austriaco come cent’anni prima gli austriaci delle forche, gli au: 
striaci svergognati dai nostri scrittori, biblici nemici, ormai ‘stremati 
dei nostri padri. Era assolto con tutti i miseri, che ebbero la mental 


{ 


micidiale o crudele, come un istinto, d’altronde. È | 


Il poveretto non era ancor morto e Barnaba allora, sentendolo ge: 
mere, con un altro colpo, di pietra o di falcetto, gli tolse la vitae 
Poi chiuse gli occhi al morto, compose la salma. 

Anche qui dico la mia, ricordandomi dell’Ariosto. Barnaba diede 
la morte al nemico non perché non gli venisse pietà e così l’uccidesse: 
ma perché gli venne pietà e sì l’uccise. Credo che Barnaba avesse 
pietà di lui, pietà di sé, e di Susanna, e della sorte di tutti. Nicolas 
me lo disse: Barnaba interrogato poi, aveva spiegato nel suo dialetto» 
ligure-gallico: ‘L’ai tuà per cumpasciun’. 


Non desidero piü raccontarvi minutamente la fine di Barnaba stesso.) 
che qualche mese dopo fu rastrellato invece di Rocco; e scappò, e fe 
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> dalla raffica di un nero sali ancora fino al sentierino della sua 
Vignula, e cadde poi sul ru, dove su lui moribondo giunse Susanna 
disperata. Mi commuoverei troppo a ripensare il mio Barnaba, insen- 
sibile ai gridi di Susanna che gli terge la faccia e gli netta le ferite 
e lo tiene a sé accostato come muore e come è già morto. 

È nel mio cuore Barnaba, caduto attraverso il ru di Vignula, me- 
schino, rattrappito, ma più espressivo d’un gigante, in un angolo della 
gigantesca montagna, ritornato a lei, con lei compreso. 

Susanna fu vista ancora qualche mese: scendeva alla valle o saliva 
a Vancourère, seguita sempre dalla capra; talvolta cantava o piange- 
va, talvolta rideva, demente. Fu ritirata e finì ». 


«E così non avrei che da dirvi come a Roma, dopo quel mio arrivo 
a Termini, dall’aprile di Santa Margherita da cui incominciai il mio 
resoconto, assistetti Stefanuccia morente. Essa ebbe con me le prime 
espansioni e le ultime. Nell’alterna agonia mi raccontava le minuzie 
della sua mente e con me cercava le cose più lontane. Ricordava i frutti 
» piccolini e scoppiettanti della crespina di Vignula. ‘Non gustai nulla mai 
a di pit dolce’, mi diceva. Associava al suo piccolo armento dell’adolescen- 
5 za nella primitiva e veneranda solitudine di Vignula, i grandi armenti 
di pecore dell’antico e religioso Lazio, quali aveva visti nottetempo. 
passare attraverso la popolosa Roma. Mentre Stefanuccia aveva gli ul- 
timi brillii di vita negli occhi puri e neri sotto i capelli biondi che, 
“ non più erano lievi e disciolti, ma ristretti da un nastro celeste — 
come sua madre — io ripensavo ai giorni di Pruney, quando essa 
si era affratellata con me così volentieri, come gettandosi al grembo 
dell’avvenire brevissimo; e poi incontro alla morte, che è la vera e 
fino al termine ignorata madre del nostro amore rapido del mondo. 
| Non avrei che da dirvi come spendendo denaro mio e di Gian- 
“ nuzzi e dei compagni suoi, poveri, raccolto in colletta, — e senza 
che il Dolitei desse un soldo — accompagnai la bara in Piemonte, 
a Pruney, e la feci trasportare, con una lì, su per la mulattiera di 
Vancourère, fino al camposanto dove erano già Barnaba e Susanna. 
Barnaba, mi ricordo, aveva detto: ‘Da Vignula i morti vanno in su’. 
Scrissi sul muretto vicino alla tomba: Tiennette è ritornata a casa. 

Scendendo passai da Vignula. Il ponticello non fu ricollocato. Si 
fa un giro più in alto. Il ru è qua e là sfatto, l’alp è diroccata, ma 
nei campetti un po’ di segale e un po’ d’orzo sono succresciuti, sel- 


vaggiamente. 
Mi dissero che Rocco è a Tignes, primo minatore nei lavori della 
grande diga; e guadagna denaro. Ha scritto al Comune, non si è 
| dimenticato — pare — di Vancourère e di Vignula. 
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Mi fermai a Pruney più di quanto dovevo, forse, e di là AN | 
a zio Pompeo e a Emma. Non mi risposeso. Troppo offesi? . pe. 
Prima di tornare qui a prendere una risoluzione, alla quale spero, — 
ora che sapete tutto, non negherete un contributo di consigli, tornai. | 
altre volte a Vignula. SR 
È l’ultima cosa che desidero ripetervi. Vignula. Lo desidero rl | 
dieiate voi se nella mia impressione vi & Stefanuccia o Emma, il pas-. ti 
sato o l’avvenire, la fantasia o la vita. Y 
Sapete com’è aspretta e timida la primavera lassù. Eppure un 
mattino, seduto sulla pietra di Vignula, ebbi un sentimento tepido del- — 
le cose: sentivo sì il ricordo carnale e il desiderio di una donna che 
si accosti a me, visetto e sguardo gentile, membra morbide; ma nella 
veduta bianca e bruna, con luna e sole insieme in quell’ora, della co- y 
stiera appena lucente sotto il cielo umido, ebbi anche il sentimento 1 


che proprio quella né tenera né fredda apparenza fosse d’accordo con | 


> 


l’attuosità calma dei miei pensieri di uomo solo ». | 


Alla Trattoria del Muro stava finendo la sera di sabato, e il ru- | 
more degli scuri e delle finestre violentemente accostate per la chiu- 
sura, fermò con naturalezza le ultime frasi di Enzo. Egli forse stava | 
ridondando, come tutti i perplessi; ma anche noi avevamo diminuito 
l’attenzione, suddividendola con il Barbaresco che Bruno a un cenno | 
di Ferrero ci aveva più che rinterzato. 4 

L’esaurirsi della serata era come la ottocentesca scusa della man- 
canza di fogli per una corrispondenza epistolare; noi dovevamo pren- 
dere l’ultimo tram. 


« Allora il tuo resoconto è la prova generale d'una lettera a Em- — 
ma? », interrogò Giorgio per primo. 

« Ovvero è la giustificazione della voglia di comprare Vignula? > 
domandö Ferrero. 


«Tu, che dici? », chiese Enzo a me. 


«Non dico nulla, ho preso appunti, ho scritto ciò che mi è 
parso più vero ». 


« Tieni questo », mi replicò Enzo, porgendomi la metà del suo 
toscano, — anche i pensieri si dimezzano tra chi li esprime e chi li 
ascolta ». 


Ma qui successe un intervento del caso (sebbene Giorgio propenda 
per una mistificazione scherzosa — una interferenza al microfono, per 
dirla chiara — di Bruno, il quale aveva ascoltato qua e là parecchie 
cosette di Enzo, e aveva persino sussurrata un’arguzia verso di lui: 
« Padre Priore dice le preghiere »). i 
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come purtroppo sempre si 


hs 


( i ‘cronaca, luge notizie. Miss Emma, reginetta degli al- 
sioni di Santa Margherita è stata richiesta come attrice 


l’America domestica 27 Bea ». 


vino triste. a, senza mitezza: 
x DRE Virgilio, che poetiaza l’assillo, terribile per le 


N 


...quot nomen asilo 
Romanum est, oestrum Grai vertere vocantes. 


E ogni generazione ha un assillo che la travolge ». 
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di Mister Carver della C.C.I. Miss Emma ha accettato e 


| 
| 
| 
| 
i 


NOTE BIO-BIBLIOGRAFICHE 


degli autori che appaiono, nel presente volume, 
per la prima volta in « Botteghe Oscure » 


| GENE BARO: a young writer living in Florida, U.S.A. His work, 


| poetry, fiction and criticism has been published in a wide variety of 
periodicals. At present Mr. Baro is working on a novel. 


ANTONIO BAROLINI: 1910, Vicenza, Italia. Pubblicazioni: La gaia 
gioventù e altri versi agli amici, Neri Pozza ed. 1938 e 1953; Giornate 


19 di Stefano, racconto, Tolomei ed., 1938 e 1943; Il meraviglioso giardino, 
… poesie, Il Pellicano ed., 1940; Poesie di dolore in morte di Caterina e 


tre preghiere in aggiunta, Il Pellicano ed., 1942; Viaggio col veliero San 


. Spiridione, Il Pellicano ed., 1945; Il veliero sommerso, Il Pellicano ed., 
- 1949. Di prossima pubblicazione: La casa di campagna, romanze. 


JEAN BLOCH-MICHEL: 1913, Paris. Publications: Le témoin, Les 


grandes circonstances, La fuite en Egypte. (Tous chez Gallimard). 


HILARY CORKE: 1921, Worcestershire, England. Educated at Char- 
terhouse and Christ Church, Oxford. At present, lecturer in mediaeval 


- English literature at Edinburgh University. 


DANIEL CORY: 1904, New York City, U.S.A. His poems have been 
published in “Poetry” of Chigago, the “Herald Tribune” in New York 
and the “Adelphi” and “London Mercury” in England. He has also 
written philosophical articles, as well as essays for the “Atlantic Monthly”. 
He is about to publish a new book In the Shadow of Santayana: 25 Years 
of Friendship and Correspondence. | 


ANTHONY CRONIN: 1923, Enniscorthy, Ireland. He has contributed ' 
verse and miscellaneous criticism to various Irish and English publications, 
including “Envoy”, “The New Statesman”, “Irish Writing”, “The Irish 
Times” and “World Review”. For two years he was the Associate Editor 
of “The Bell”. His present occupation is writing, 


ANDRÉ PIEYRE DE MANDIARGUES: 1909, Paris. Publications: 
Hedera, Monaco; Dans les annees sordides, Gallimard; Le musée noir, 
R. Laffont; Les incongruités monumentales, R. Laffont; Soleil des loups, 
R. Laffont; Marbre, R. Laffont. 
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HAROLD ENRICO: 1921, Washington, Published a poem Isolde i 
“Poetry”, Chicago, as well as two poems in Italian in “Saggi di um 
nesimo”. 


PADRAIC FALLON: 1906, County Galway, Ireland. Has publishec 
poetry in many English and American periodicals and anthologies. Wrot 
“Best of the Year” radio plays for 1951 and 1952 in prose and verse. 


ROBERT GRAVES: 1895, Educated at Charterhouse and St. John’s - 
Oxford. Wrote Goodbye to all that (1929); I, Claudius (1934), ete. | 

| 

CAROL HALL: 1917, Mankato, Minn., U.S.A. Took an M. A. in ir 
century literature at Smith College. In 1952 she edited the Yale Series o 
Younger Poets. Since 1946 has published in the “Sewanee Review”, “Th 

New Yorker”, “The Atlantic Mounthly”, “The Quarterly Review of Lite- | 

rature”, “The Western Review” and others. 4! 


ELIZABETH HARDWICK: 1916, Lexington, Kentucky, Usa 
Published one novel The Ghostly Lover, 1945. Also many stories and 
essays. 


MARIANNE HAUSER: Strasbourg, Alsace. Came to America in 1937. 
Published a novel Dark Dominion in 1947, and short stories in 'Harper's | 
Bazaar”, “Best American Short Stories, 1950”, “O, Henry Prize Stories, | 
1948” and “Caravan of Music Stories”. 


> 
Le 


dE y 


CHESTER KALLMAN: 1921, New York City, U.S.A. With W. H. 
Auden, wrote the libretto of Stravinsky's The Rake’s Progress. Has 
published poetry in “Decision”, “Commentary”. , “Partisan Review” and 
“New World Writing”. Poetry to appear in “Encounter” in December. - 


ANDRE MALRAUX: 1901, Paris. Publications: Les conquérants, | 
Grasset, 1928; La voie royale, Grasset, 1930; La condition humaine, Gal- 
limard, 1933; Le temps du Mépris, Gallimard, 1937; La lutte avec Tange, 
1943; Psychologie. de Part, 1950-1953. | 


W. S. MERWIN: 1927, New York City, U.S.A. Princeton University. 
From 1949 to 1951 he lived in France, Portugal and Mallorca and since 
1951 has been living in England. First book of poems A Mask for Fauns 
published in 1952 in the “Yale Younger Poets” series. Second book 
of poems The Dancing Bear also to be published by Yale. His works — 
have been broodcast several times on the B.B.C. and published in review 


in the U.S.A. 


VERNON NEWTON: 1926, San Antonio, Texas, U.S.A. Is editorial 3 
assistant at the Columbia University Press, 


LLOYD PARKS: 1922, Chicago, U.S.A. His poems and translations 
of French poetry have appeared in the “Kenyon Review”. 
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ALAN RIDDELL: 1927, Townsville, Australia. Editor of “Lines Re- 
view”. Published a pamphlet Beneath the Summer. 


8 E. J. SCOVELL: 1907, Sheffield, Yorks, England. M. A. Oxford. Had 
| two collections of poems published by Routledge: Shadows of Chrysan- 
î themums in 1944 and The Midsummer Meadow in 1946. Since then has 
b written for periodicals and broadcast programmes. 


._. DE WITT SNODGRASS: 1926, Wilkinsburg, Penn. U.S.A. After dis- 
charge from Navy has been studying creative writing at University of 
Towa and has also worked as a hotel clerk and a hospital attendant. Has 
“had poems published in “Experiment” and the “Western Review”. 


tenta: 


y GIACINTO SPAGNOLETTI: 1920, Taranto, Italia. Pubblicazioni: 
i Sonetti e altre poesie, Roma, Ist. Grafico Tiberino, 1941; Renato Serra, 
| Brescia, Morcelliana, 1943; Sbarbaro, Padova, Cedam, 1943; Antologia del. 
la poesia italiana contemporanea, Firenze, Vallecchi, 1946 (nuova ed. An- 

tologia della poesia italiana, 1909-49, Parma, Guanda, 1950); Tenerezza, 
“romanzo, Firenze, Vallecchi, 1946; Poeti del Novecento, Milano, Monda- 
dori, 1951; A mio padre, d'estate, Milano, Schwarz, 1953; Antologia poeti- 
_ ca di Corrado Govoni, Firenze, Sansoni, 1953; Pretesti di vita letteraria, 
M Catania, Camene, 1953. In preparaz.: Tempo a Metaponto, romanzo, Bi- 
| blioteca di Paragone, Firenze, Sansoni. 


dE 


Pa «Eo 


._ EVE TRIEM: 1905, New York City,, U.S.A. Won the “League to 
| support Poetry” National award for 1946. Prizewinning poems in “Poetry 
World”; frequent publication of poetry in many reviews and anthologies. 


re 


YVONNE TRIEM: 1925, San Francismo. Published No Place for a 
Dog in “Ladies Home Journal”, 1952. Has two novels in progress. 


TEN 


JE 


x 


JEAN VAGNE Aiglepierre (Jura). Publications: Étoile de Terre, 
1938; Usage du Monde, 1941. 


JOSE GARCIA VILLA: 1917, Manilla. First vol. of poetry Have come, 
Am here. Second vol. Volume II. 


Cie RS CS PIRLO PRE} 


Manuscripts should be sent to the Editor, 32 via Botteghe 


coupons. 
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